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ASTRACT OF DISSERTATION

CURIOUS NATURES:
CONSTRUCTING QUEER ECOLOGIES IN EARLY AMERICA
This dissertation argues that early American writers often constructed queer
ecologies in order to naturalize Anglo-American civilization and justify its expansion into
Native American territories. Since there is so little textual evidence on the subject, the
major challenge to studying sexuality in early America is approaching sexuality studies
creatively—to broaden both our understanding of what counts as sexual discourse and
our frameworks for analyzing it. My dissertation addresses this challenge through what
many ecocritical scholars of sexuality call queer ecology. In their groundbreaking
anthology on the topic, Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands and Bruce Erikson remind us that,
historically and in the present, discourses on nature and sex often overlap; as a result,
sexual politics has had a distinctly “environmental-spatial dimension” that includes
organizing landscapes to produce, promote, and prohibit specific sexual practices and
identities. My dissertation contributes to this environmental-spatial study of sexuality by
asking what role the rise of natural history in the late colonial and early national periods
played in producing our heteronormative national imaginary.
Seminal works by scholars such as John D’Emilio, Clare Lyons, Richard
Godbeer, and Thomas Foster have made invaluable contributions to our understanding of
sex in early America. Likewise, the scholarship of critics like Susan Scott Parrish, Joyce
Chaplin, and Kathleen Brown has illuminated how natural history offered new ways of
understanding the material world that were used to produce cultural knowledge and
norms. My dissertation fills an important gap between these bodies of scholarship by
arguing that natural history discourse in early America produces new sexual politics
within which sex and nature are inseparable. This critical recognition allows us to rethink
sex in early America beyond explicitly sexual acts alone and to avoid the anachronistic
search for homosexual identity by instead reading the sexual import of acts, identities,
and perspectives tied to nature. In short, we see that how one thought about, and
interacted with, the non-human natural world was an important element of sexual
knowledge-production in early America. In this period before the rise of sexuality as an
identity, yet when new sexual labels and categories such as fops and mollies circulated in
colonial discourse, an inappropriate relationship with nature could, simultaneously,

suggest non-heteronormative sexual corruption. To explore this connection, I analyze
how eighteenth-century curiosity naturalized Anglo-American culture by casting all other
settlements and natural spaces as queer ecologies awaiting white improvement. A sexual
politics grounded in natural history helps us to understand how an ironically unnatural
heteronormativity became naturalized in the new American nation.
My dissertation contributes to the growing fields of queer ecology and sexuality
studies in early America by considering the interwoven roles of natural history, sexuality,
gender, race, and class during the late colonial and early national periods. It helps us to
understand how heteronormativity became naturalized, literally and figuratively, in our
national imaginary—and provides tools for contemporary scholars to interrogate such
claims for contemporary social and environmental justice projects.
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Introduction
Curious Natures, Queer Ecologies
When I was a kid, I loved the outdoors. I grew up in rural Alabama on a dirt road
surrounded by the pastures and woods of our cattle farm. As my mother loves to recall, I
was always catching or collecting SOMETHING. I was curious about everything from
salamanders and moths on our trips to the Appalachian Mountains, shells and sand
dollars on trips to the beach, to the ordinary toads that I chased during a little league
baseball game while I was supposed to be guarding right field. My curiosity about the
natural world gave me a lot of pleasure while growing up, and still does. Although my
mother is still surprised that I did not become a biologist or park ranger, my curiosity has
now led me to think very deeply about the nature(s) of those pleasures.
In the intellectual work before you, I consider the links between curiosity, nature,
and pleasure, both in the past and present. It has led, for example, to the realization that,
beyond the pleasure of curiosity itself, my past interests in the natural world created
pleasurable attachments as well. I vividly remember loving daffodils, which we called
buttercups, while growing up—they were beautiful, signaled spring and the return to
wearing shorts, and smelled intoxicating. However, they also provided an even deeper
pleasure: picking them for my mother. Every spring, I would dutifully pick huge
bouquets of them, load as many as I could into a large vase, and place them on the lazy
susan on our dining table; then wait to receive my mother’s excitement and affection
when she returned home from work. Just as her pleasure—rooted both in aesthetic
enjoyment of the flowers and my act of collecting them for her—has never wavered, my
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own pleasure and devotion to continuing this seasonal ritual likewise endures. To this
day, I will continue it every spring whenever I can.
But what, exactly, are these pleasures? How do we begin to unpack them? We
have ritual, aesthetics, seasonality, mutual familial affection that exists outside of, yet are
also experienced through, a nature-object; and even a pleasure of exclusivity—knowing
that this was a pleasure shared specifically between my mother and me. (I could say the
same of both the experience and exclusivity of fly fishing with my father.) On another
level, since I am now in my 30s, I also experience the pleasure of memory. Seeing and
smelling a daffodil in central Kentucky, hours away from my family home, can provide a
sensory return—to the edge of the dirt road where the flowers grew, and the vase where I
proudly displayed them on our dining table. To what extent do we even have a
vocabulary an appropriate vocabulary to discuss it? If we struggle with it now, how much
harder must it have been for, say, early Americans? These are some of the core questions
that drive this project. Let us now push them more squarely into the fields of early
American literary and sexuality studies.
My dissertation contributes to the growing fields of queer ecology and sexuality
studies in early America by considering the interwoven roles of environment, sexuality,
gender, race, and class during the late colonial and early national periods. It helps us to
understand how heteronormativity became naturalized, literally and figuratively, in our
national imaginary—and provides tools for contemporary scholars to interrogate such
claims for social and environmental justice projects. It helps us to see that, in some ways,
we are as confused, anxious, and fumbling in our contemporary efforts to fully
understand pleasure and sexuality as our early American predecessors. However, we are
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also likewise curious, and the above experiences of that curiosity drive the search for
understanding, for vocabulary, and for articulation. Indeed, as we shall see, early
America has things to teach us about pleasure that could broaden our intellectual and
cultural understandings in very productive, practical ways.
To get to this payoff though, we first need to unpack some key terms and the
cultural context that links them in this project. First, a very tricky concept because of its
extremely broad cultural definitions and deployments: nature. In this study, nature is
sometimes referred to broadly, particularly when discussing Britain and its colony’s
extensive assumptions
about the American
landscape. I will similarly
deploy this macrounderstanding when
discussing the
philosophical premises and
practices of natural history
science because they were
Figure 1: William Bartram. Spotted Turtle and Milk Snake or Corn Snake.
(1769).

rooted in universal

principles produced by enlightenment thought. In other words, natural history science had
to rely on and create universal principles in order to produce purportedly universal
knowledge. However, I will more often use geographically specific notions of nature.
This method allows us to understand the specificity of natures and natural histories that
early Americans experienced and wrote about, which then helps us to make more
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accurate observations about how local environments and cultures had reciprocal roles in
early American knowledge-production.
Additionally, I will often use nature, ecology, and environment interchangeably.
The choice will be made because a term better fits my analysis. For example, I refer in
my first chapter to an idea of Native American Nature and British American Nature, but
will also refer more specifically to what I call the “plantation ecology” or the “Dismal
Swamp ecology.” Similarly, the natures or ecologies that I analyze will not always be socalled “wild” or even rural places. In my third chapter, I analyze Philadelphia as an
environment—one that possibly contained split, but connected, polite society and lowly
rabble ecologies. Finally, I will often explore the slippery terrain between nature as a
space and nature as a type of identity or experience. William Byrd II explored and wrote
about nature during his historic journey to map the boundary line between Virginia and
North Carolina in 1728, but while doing so he also wrote his own opinions about the
natures of both Native Americans and poor settlers in North Carolina, all to bolster his
very positive articulation of gentrified Virginian nature.
Now, we turn to curiosity. This term will help us better understand the
relationship between nature and culture in early America via the rise of natural history
science. As Susan Scott Parrish reveals in her excellent book on the subject, American
Curiosity, religion and empirical observation began to overlap in both Britain and its
colonies during the eighteenth century. Indeed, observation offered a new opportunity to
refute atheism. The empirical study of creation, or God’s “Second Book” after the Bible,
allowed one to perceive the “existence and intelligence of God by looking at how
magnificent and intricate was his creation” (44). Like nature, however, curiosity
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contained a lot of slippages in understanding and usage. For elites, it replaced wonder as
the appropriate attitude towards nature (57). Instead of being marveled at, nature was
now—although still a vast and intricate system—one that could and should be decoded
through empirical observation. But as it replaced wonder, curiosity took on multiple
meanings. For example, having curiosity meant that one had an inclination to be curious,
but also that the individual understood and could perform the expected practices of the
new science. Further complicating the usage, curious could refer to a specimen or
phenomenon, but simultaneously to the observer or gatherer (57).

Figure 2: Natural History Macaroni. (1772).

To complicate matters even more, the person-specimen slippage could have
negative as well as positive social consequences. Colonial Americans, even those who
were second generation and had British educations, were often themselves perceived as
curiosities by elite scientist in England. Under this societal label as a curiosity, one’s
‘curious nature’ became a social pejorative, and worthy of study by purer, ‘properly
curious’ men. Finally, and a useful overlap for this project, the negativity ascribed to a
man-turned-curiosity could include an emasculating quality, as we see above in two
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illustrations of natural history macaroni from 1772 mocking Joseph Banks. The intimacy
with which many natural historians wrote to each other, as well as what appeared to some
as an unusual obsession with specimens, put practitioners in danger of having their
natures aligned with mollies and fops whom were not properly interested in sex with
women (139). This heterosexist perspective held implications for women as well, whom
were often not allowed to take part in the new science. With few exceptions, the women
who did practice it were often viewed, at best, as novices tinkering with a field that they
would never fully understand, or as outliers of their sex who were “fatally curious”—a
sexist notion derived from Eve’s fatal curiosity in the Garden of Eden (63).
To more directly put our first two key terms into dialogue, we now see that
studying nature was the essential practice of curious men during the eighteenth century.
However, both terms experienced a lot of slippages that overlap with each other. One’s
curiosity, or lack thereof, could affect the perception of his nature, yet nature is the object
of his curiosity. Nature is curious, and the curious have natures. What are we to make of
these philosophical, linguistic, practical, and qualifying overlaps? This project attempts to
understand them through their effects on early American understandings of pleasure,
sexuality, and identity. To accomplish this task, we arrive at our third and final major
term, queer ecology. Rather than trying to clean up the obvious and, at times,
overwhelming “nature” of this discourse, I instead want to explore what this cultural
matrix of nature and curiosity might tell us about early American attempts to navigate the
similarly complicated terrain of their own pleasures and identities. Indeed, I argue that
the three concepts are actually quite inseparable.
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Still a relatively young field, especially in early American studies, queer ecology
has a lot to offer the field and is essential for this project. As editors Catriona MortimerSandilands and Bruce Erickson argue in the introduction to their groundbreaking
anthology on the subject, “Both historically and in the present…sexual politics has had a
distinctly environmental-spatial dimension, and landscapes have been organized to
produce and promote (and prohibit) particular kinds of sexual identity and practice” (12).
A strong example of this act comes, again, from William Byrd II. He makes detailed
observations about the landscapes and people whom he encounters on his journey, always
using those observations to support cultural norms that he already values. Similarly, his
observations often accompany suggestions or explicit claims of illicit sexual conduct.
Those connections will be explored in detail during the first chapter, but the purpose of
his journey reinforces my point further because he is literally mapping not just settlement
boundaries, but also traits and identities onto the spaces through his writing. In short, he
produces queer ecologies in order to support his personal ambitions, as well as the
cultural norms of the Virginian gentry and, ultimately, the British empire. Natural history
thus continues to be a powerful tool of knowledge production and social judgement,
including about sexual acts linked to environments—the intertwined sexual natures of
places and people. Importantly, however, early Americans had varying degrees of agency
in creating, accepting, rejecting, and embracing such queer ecologies.
Utilizing the lens of queer ecology necessitates that I explain how I use the word
queer in this project. Like nature and curiosity in the eighteenth century, contemporary
understandings and deployments of queerness can vary broadly, including within
academic studies. For this project, queer can refer to a variety of experiences, pleasures,
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acts, attachment, spaces, and identities. Indeed, it hopes to take the variety of queer
possibilities we can study in early America and, by analyzing them, further open up the
queer possibilities of the present. However, to achieve this goal, I must also limit what I
refer to as queer in this project. I do not use queer as a synonym for different, other,
unusual, or extraordinary. In these pages, queer retains its essential connection to
experiences that are not heteronormative. That boundary being acknowledged, this
project does not limit early American queer experience to physical intimacy or the desire
for it, to what we now
understand as the
sexual, or even to
identity. I attempt to
provide some useful
examples of how we
might approach
queerness and
sexuality studies in
Figure 3: William Bartram. Great Alachua Swamp. (1765).

early America without the baggage of more contemporary medical or psychological
understandings of sexuality as essential to the body and identity. Indeed, central to this
project is an invitation to free our early American and sexuality studies scholarship from
the trappings of sexuality and queerness as essential to the self or the body.
To those ends, this dissertation joins excellent and fresh scholarship on similar
topics. As Chris Looby has effectively argued: “…sexuality is a literary phenomenon”
and its “history must perforce be a literary history” (“The Literariness of Sexuality” 842).
8

By this statement, Looby means that literature was one of few artistic options for
experimentally articulating the confusion of queer experience in the long eighteenth
century. Building on this claim in his most recent book, Looby suggests that
experimentation occurred in literature over the nineteenth-century to create an artistic
space for exploring and depicting different types of queer experience (“Introduction”
VIII). Looby explores a variety of potentially queer experiences and expressions,
including places, genders, attachments, and things.1 Although this project does not take
the same genre, short stories, as its objects of analysis, Looby’s work is essential to
understanding how this study intervenes in existing scholarship. First, this project
similarly questions what counts as queer experience in early America. Can, for example,
William Bartram’s rhapsodic description of mayflies (his ephemera) frantically flying,
mating, and bein g eating by predators from a voyeuristic distance, accentuated by the
smell of orange blossoms, count as a type of queer pleasure along a spectrum of queer
possibilities in eighteenth-century America? Similarly, can Raphaelle Peale’s rejection of
his father’s enlightenment philosophy and fracturing of his identity count as a type of
queer pleasure or experience?
Such questions also confound modern notions of queerness. Indeed, when
queerness is expanded beyond notions of the body and personal identity, we arguably
open up more queer possibilities than early twenty-first-century articulations have thusfar provided. Another study that bolsters this claim, as well as the inseparability of
natural history from sexuality studies, is Greta LaFleur’s The Natural History of Sexuality
in Early America. LaFleur compellingly argues for not only the essential connection
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See Christopher Looby, “The Man Who Thought Himself a Woman” and Other Queer Nineteenth-Century
Short Stories.
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between natural history and sexuality, but also the equally important “sexual politics of
racial difference” that changes our understanding of sexuality in early America (4). By
this, she means that sexual behavior became increasingly important for explaining human
variance, including race, and that such explanations frequently included environmental
components. Additionally, she observes that “natural history has received virtually no
attention from historians of sexuality” (4). It is additionally worth noting that both
LaFluer and Looby’s most recent scholarship has been published in 2018 and 2017,
respectively. Therefore, the work of this project is again particularly timely. I am
essentially bringing the queer theorizing of Looby to the historical-cultural moment of
natural history articulated by LeFluer. However, while LeFleur is primarily focused on
natural histories, I am additionally interested in other types of spaces and ecologies and
how they are experienced or depicted—and these change by location. For example,
Byrd’s queer ecologies are located along the boundary between North Carolina and
Virginia, Bartram explores the southern frontier and arguably casts it as a superior queer
ecology to British settlement, and Raphaelle Peale participates in the urban queer ecology
of the rabble in Philadelphia.
While this project contributes to the young, yet increasingly dynamic study of
sexuality and environment in early America, it could not have been possible without the
larger foundation of Early American sexuality studies. Seminal works by scholars such as
John D’Emilio, Clare Lyons, Richard Godbeer, Mark Rifkin, Jill Casid, and Thomas
Foster have made invaluable contributions to our understanding of sex in early America.
Likewise, the scholarship of critics like Susan Scott Parrish, Joyce Chaplin, and Kathleen
Brown has illuminated how natural history offered new ways of understanding the
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material world that were then used to produce cultural knowledge and norms about such
topics as science, race, technology, domesticity, and even cleanliness.2 My dissertation
fills an important gap between these bodies of scholarship by arguing that natural history
discourse in early America produces new sexual politics within which sex and nature are
inseparable. This critical recognition allows us to rethink sex in early America beyond
explicitly sexual acts alone and to avoid the anachronistic search for homosexual identity
by instead reading the sexual import of acts, identities, pleasures, experiences, and
perspectives tied somehow to nature.
In short, we see that how one thought about, and interacted with, the non-human
natural world was an important element of sexual knowledge-production in early
America. In this period before the rise of sexuality as an identity, yet when new sexual
labels and categories such as fops and mollies circulated in colonial discourse, an
inappropriate relationship with nature could, simultaneously, suggest nonheteronormative sexual pollution. To explore this connection, I analyze how eighteenthcentury curiosity naturalized Anglo-American culture by casting all other settlements,
natural spaces, and even parts of cities as queer ecologies awaiting white improvement. A
sexual politics grounded in natural history helps us to understand how an ironically
unnatural heteronormativity became naturalized in the new American nation.
I should also acknowledge that, while entirely unplanned, this project is also
surprisingly about first-generation American colonists and their second-generation sons.
This pattern presents an interesting link between the chapters as we see how inter-familial
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See Kathleen Brown, Foul Bodies: Cleanliness in America; Joyce Chaplin, Subject Matter; Richard
Godbeer, Sexual Revolution in Early America; Jill Casid, Sowing Empire; Clare Lyons, Sex Among the Rabble,
Mark Rifkin, When did Indians Become Straight?, Thomas Foster, Long Before Stonewall and New Men;
John D’Emilio, Intimate Matters.
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pressures and tensions reveal experiences and articulations of queerness in early America.
While this project does not deeply engage the theoretical work of psychoanalysis,
analyses of psychological pressures are nonetheless important in all of the chapters. This
unexpected theme is useful because it further reveals how the ideas discussed develop
generationally over time, within relatively similar spatial proximity, and how
generational pressures of settler families contributed to their articulation in early
America. For example, chapter one reveals how William Byrd II felt the uniquely
colonial-British pressure to exceed the accomplishments of his father for the good of the
empire in the colonies, while the third chapter reveals how Raphael Peale resisted
pressures from his father to be an active republican-American man. Such tensions and the
responses to them are quintessentially early-American.
My first chapter analyzes William Byrd II’s History of the Dividing Line. Byrd’s
narrative reveals how, during the first half of the eighteenth century, certain relationships
between human and nonhuman matter could metonymically converge with emasculating
implications that produce queer ecologies. Specifically, Byrd approvingly conflates the
matter of proper English bodies with plantation ecology, yet condemningly conflates
Native American bodies with what he perceives to be unimproved wilderness. Utilizing
supporting texts such as Byrd’s commonplace book, diaries, and letters to profile his
sexual anxieties, I argue that, in The History, the fear of passive, homosexual penetration
by a more powerful, active Native American nature likely fueled and legitimated English
attempts to dominate and denaturalize these queer ecologies that threatened England’s
claim of natural cultural superiority. Furthermore, the textual ruptures and inconsistencies
that appear through Byrd’s anxious attempts to wield his own sexual and scientific power
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betray the contamination of his Englishness—and indeed the insecurity of a global British
identity more generally.
My second chapter claims that a more liberating, positive exploration of
American queer ecologies can be found in William Bartram’s Travels. Arguing that
scholars have thus far missed the importance of Puc Puggy—Bartram’s Seminole
nickname—as a character or identity for Bartram in the text, I assert that through it,
Bartram adopts a queer ecological personhood that celebrates natural virtue and questions
the logic of the so-called great chain of being. Led by his restless spirit of curiosity, Puc
Puggy desires and embraces the interpenetrating forces of the southeastern frontier that
change and blur the distinctions of his subjectivity. Indeed, the nature of Puc Puggy is
surprisingly sensual, often relishing experiences in the natural world with rapturous and
sometimes erotic enthusiasm. As leaders in America and Europe struggled to rein in the
liberatory potential of the Enlightenment that peaked with the revolutions in SaintDomingue, the United States, and France, Travels pushes back, calling for more equitable
relationships, broader erotic possibilities, more honest and ethical knowledge-production,
and deeper understanding between members of human nature, as well as non-human
creation.
In my third chapter, I demonstrate how men like Raphaelle Peale’s father, Charles
Wilson Peale, crafted republican selves through their art and work in order to participate
in public republican selfhood. This selfhood required both public participation in
improving the republic and preservation of one’s virtue. While one could work with the
city’s rabble as part of some project for the public good, other contact interaction with the
rabble tainted one’s identity and could potentially dissolve it. Since the rabble is

13

understood as a degenerate collective other, individual identity erodes within this queer
ecology. For a man like Raphaelle Peale from a large, comfortably middle-class family
with a very recognizable surname—one known extremely well in Philadelphia, but also
notionally and internationally—associating with the rabble was a risk to his own, and
broader familial, reputation.
However, the erosion of his public identity, enacted through association with the
rabble, provides new pleasures for Raphaelle. I argue that, both through his particular
style of still life painting and his intentional engagement with Philadelphia’s working
class, his identity splinters. He can exercise more choice in how much of his public
identity he will reveal and how much anyone can access it. Additionally, he can escape
the heteronormative domestic, and republican public, expectations of his race, gender,
and class—a desire that confounded his father. It is likely that this experience was both
pleasurable and painful for Raphaelle. The pleasure can from the extra freedom that he
enjoyed, but the pain came from both critiques from his father and the decline of his
reputation and prospects.
In my coda, I look at the captivity/naturalized Ojibwa narrative of John Tanner,
who was captured on the frontier of the Kentucky territory and became culturally Ojibwa.
Additionally, and perhaps even more significant, Tanner encounters a two-spirit Ojibwa
called the “yellow head.” This figure tries to gain the affections of Tanner, who declines,
but he ultimately reports that the Yellow Head secures a position amongst the other
natives as a wife to the local chief. The event is recorded with as little significance as
other events in the narrative, highlighting the lack of surprise or cultural disruption that
the Yellow Hair created. Indeed, her queer expression is rendered entirely normal and
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unsurprising. In juxtaposition to this acceptance, Tanner eventually returns to his family
and, since the frontier border has shifted throughout his life, he is increasingly viewed as
an outsider and a savage the closer that he travels to home. His own brother initially fails
to recognize him, while Tanner picks him out immediately. Through this comparison we
must ask if, as stories of the Ojibwa nation have reached Kentucky from the frontier, do
any of his former people wonder if Tanner engages in the same behaviors as Ojibwa like
Yellow Head? To what extent might have Tanner’s narrative suggested queer
possibilities amongst the Ojibwa, as much as it may have suggested to others that he was
nothing more than a savage whose racial identity had been corrupted by the queer
ecology of Native America?
Whether by thinking about the potentially queer pleasures of picking flowers for a
parent, exploring the fears of elite Chesapeake emasculation, analyzing a rhapsodic
description of mating may flies, considering the enjoyment of a lowly style of painting
and rejecting the pressures of one’s identity, or learning about the more egalitarian sexual
and gender practices of the Ojibwa nation, my goal in the dissertation is to pose questions
about the relationships between pleasure, nature, and queerness. These questions however
go beyond the primary and secondary texts that I analyze. Like Looby and LaFleur, I
hope that by asking these questions of our past, we can then better understand our
present, and maybe doing so will create even more acceptance and space for a broader
range of queer experiences. Finally, this work suggests some exciting possibilities for the
future of early American studies, a field within which it has always been challenging to
study sexuality, as well as the field of sexuality studies, within which much more early
American research is needed.
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Copper-Coloured Beauties, Pochoon, and the Dirty State of Nature:
Mapping Queer Ecologies in William Byrd II’s History of the Dividing Line
As William Byrd II’s surveying team returns home towards the conclusion of the
first stage of its expedition to map the boundary line between the colonies of Virginia and
North Carolina, they visit the Nottoway Town. While there, Byrd makes the following
observation about Nottoway women:
Tho’ their complexions be a little sad-colour’d, yet their Shapes are very strait and
well proportion’d. Their Faces are seldom handsome, yet they have an Air of
Innocence and Bashfulness, that with a little less dirt wou’d not fail to make them
desirable. Such Charms might have had their full Effect upon Men, who had so
long been deprived of female Conversation, but that the whole Winter’s Soil was
so crusted upon the Skins of those dark Angels, that it requir’d a very strong
Appetite to approach them. The Bears Oyl, with which they anoint their Persons
all over, makes their Skins soft, and at the same time protects them from every
Species of Vermin, that use to be troublesome to other uncleanly people. (117)
Byrd’s description combines a multitude of distinct, yet interwoven ideas. First, the
references to the bodies of Native women highlight a major corporeal preoccupation in
Byrd’s text: the proper relationship between human bodies and the natural world. Byrd’s
fixation on the skin color of the women is more than a simple observation that their
complexion was darker than that of most British subjects; indeed, complexion was often
used to diagnose corporeal and spiritual health. Dark or otherwise colored skin often
signaled bodily corruption, caused by either immoral acts or material contamination (or
both). Byrd’s additional claim that “the whole Winter’s Soil” was encrusted on their skins
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points to the latter of these two causes—the women’s bodies are compromised by their
uncleanliness, their failure to remove the corrupting matter of American soil from their
permeable skin. Byrd’s labeling of them as “dark Angels” within the same passage,
however, possibly points to an immoral or spiritual corruption. His observation that the
use of bear oil (bear fat) keeps their skins soft and free from vermin draws our attention
to Native Americans’ cosmetic and medicinal usage of raw material from an American
animal to protect their bodies. Byrd provides this ethnographic information to fulfill the
duty of a disinterested British natural scientist, but in doing so he also complicates his
claims of Native uncleanliness by acknowledging their medicinal usage of environmental
resources to protect their skin. Finally, Byrd offers a voyeuristic description of exotic
Native female “charms,” specifically their attractive bodies and (supposedly) shy
personalities, providing himself and readers with a depiction of both erotic possibility and
gentlemanly control of his heterosexual passions, even after being so long deprived of
female companionship.
I open with this passage from Byrd’s narrative because it is a microcosm of the
intersecting corporeal discourses—on sexual conduct, gender, race, and American
matter—present throughout his most famous literary production: The History of the
Dividing Line. While Byrd certainly records information about the various bodies he
encounters throughout his expedition, he simultaneously produces those bodies and their
natures through his writing. Most importantly for this study, Byrd’s writing demonstrates
how bodies of humans and bodies of land affect each other, as well as how other cultural
assumptions were bound to such environmental engagements. In fact, this relationship
can be so strong that Byrd seems to conflate Native American peoples and the North
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American wilderness into one body, or one nature, which I shall refer to here as “Native
America.” Together, they represent both an American curiosity that Byrd wishes to
understand and improve, and something toxic that threatens to corrupt his English body. 3
Indeed, Native America is all the more dangerous because Byrd finds it so alluring; he
desires, both literally and intellectually, to penetrate Native America in order to master
and improve it, in turn asserting his own genteel, British masculinity. Although
scholarship on William Byrd’s The History of the Dividing Line and colonial American
life have made substantial contributions to our understandings of land, sex, gender, race,
and corporeality, we need to further explore what can be learned by recognizing that
corporeality is expressed through the interaction of human and nonhuman nature—how
material exchanges bind them together, just as they bind humans to each other. With this
crucial foundation, we can then investigate how men like Byrd produce their own
ideologies of proper environmental engagement. Only by recognizing this essential
connection, which has fueled feminist ecocriticism and queer ecology, can we then begin
to think about how sex, gender, race, and class power are transacted by, and on, historical
human subjects in early America.
Recent scholarship on The History has greatly increased our understanding of
Byrd’s time and text. Susan Scott Parrish and Ralph Bauer have analyzed Byrd’s creole
identity, showing that while it prevented him from attaining a place among genteel
English society or the metropolitan profession of science, he continued to see himself as
an English gentleman who could serve imperial ambitions. Parrish argues that Byrd’s
expedition and text can be read “as imperial ceremonies of possession, establishing the
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For more information about the rise of curiosity, see Susan Scott Parrish’s American Curiosity: Cultures of
Natural History in the Colonial British Atlantic World.
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mastery of the English crown or the lords proprietors over the land and various liege
peoples (both native and Anglo-American), the mastery of English scientific prose over
exotic flora and fauna, the mastery of the straight line of measurement and division over
naturally perplexing territory, and the mastery of the male over the female body”—all
while casting Virginia as the most successful colony at retaining English civility
(“William Byrd II” 365). However, Parrish also suggests that Byrd’s satirical whit
ultimately undercuts this clean image of imperial success by drawing our attention to the
human limitations and failures of the dividing line team. Similarly, Bauer places Byrd
within a particular shift for colonial creoles that he calls the “second conquest”—a
transition from empirical observation and cataloging of nature to discovering and
theorizing invisible laws and principles of the natural world—ushered in by the
mathematical rationalism of Isaac Newton’s 1687 Mathematical Principles of Natural
Philosophy (180). Byrd takes part in this mathematical rationalism via the dividing line
expedition, but Bauer argues that his use of whit combined with the evidence he provides
of difficulties experienced by his team renders the imperial narrative quixotic—a
rhetorical transformation that undermines the assumptions of England’s scientific and
imperial second conquest.
Following Bauer and Parrish, I am interested in how Byrd’s creole anxieties
disrupt the imperial arguments circulating through The History. Specifically, I wish to
further this lively discussion by analyzing how his narrative draws attention to and
disrupts the heteronormativity of British colonialism. To be clear, I am not suggesting an
anachronistic reading of Byrd’s text that assumes Byrd and his contemporaries had a
modern medical understanding of human sexuality. However, we can certainly
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characterize certain aspects of British colonization as heteronormative. Byrd’s text and its
setting in the eighteenth-century Chesapeake provide a fruitful opportunity for exploring
a creole, Chesapeake version of colonial British heteronormative ideology. In this essay, I
will show how Byrd’s conceptions of proper sexual and environmental relations intersect,
including how they are both influenced by, and participate in, other eighteenth-century
productions of race. For Byrd, white British nature is heteronormative, while the natures
of Native Americans and Africans resist heteronormalizing. 4

Queer Ecology as a Reading Strategy
To recognize how heteronormativity is inherent to Byrd’s text, we must look at
how English ideas about science, religion, race, and nature intersect in his narrative. As
Bauer and Parrish observe, Byrd was deeply committed to the new science and wished to
be seen as a genteel English man of empiricism and whit. Indeed, his education supported
such an image, but another important factor about his education is his religious views.
Byrd was educated in England and maintained an Anglican faith that naturalized
economic inequality by asserting the divine expectation that men of education and wealth
would intervene in the lives of their inferiors. 5 This intervention included managing their
lives to prevent idleness and promote virtue—a type of special revelation quite similar to

4

Throughout this essay, I use the word nature in a variety of ways. Although I use the word in reference
to the non-human natural world, I also use it metaphorically to encapsulate how environmental
relationships were important to cultural identity. Environmental engagement, sexual conduct, religion,
and science were all considered important aspects of British identity, which is why I refer to them
collectively as British nature and use African or Native nature, as well as Native America, to represent
Byrd’s criticisms of the flawed relations of those he racializes and disenfranchises.
5 See Kevin Berland’s “Introduction” in The Dividing Line Histories of William Byrd II of Westover. Also see
Kevin Berland, Jan Kirsten Gilliam, and Kenneth A. Lockridge, eds., The Commonplace Book of William Byrd
II of Westover, especially the introductory essays; and Kenneth A. Lockridge, The Diary, and Life, of
William Byrd II of Virginia, 1674-1744.
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that enacted by British men instructed in natural history science whom believed that they
could see God’s desired improvements in nature. This type of management was
incredibly compatible with plantation owners like Byrd, who after receiving this
particular religious instruction then used their advantages to manage African slaves and
other dependents on their plantations.
However, as Heather Kopelson and Rebecca Goetz have shown, Christianity in
the British colonies was unavoidably interwoven with developing conceptions of race.
According to Goetz, seventeenth-century Virginians increasingly broke with mainland
English Anglicanism that encouraged conversion and baptism of slaves and Native
Americans, particularly to avoid the sticky subject of Christian freedom that could
threaten the stability of an elite plantation society founded on enslaved labor.
Increasingly in law, baptism was no longer defined as a precondition for freedom, but
rather as a consequence of it (100). As a result, Christianity became one of many
inheritable benefits and protections reserved for white settlers, and the protestant
denominations of specifically English citizens were viewed as the only true Christianity.
As such, Christianity was not only white, but also English.6
It is worth remembering, however, that Byrd’s Christianity remained more in line
with English Anglicanism, which explains why, as we shall soon explore more closely,
he promotes Native American conversion and intermarriage in The History—a text
scholars agree was likely meant for a metropolitan English audience, unlike his Secret
History of the Dividing Line, which was meant for private local circulation. However, the
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For more about the 1667 and 1705 laws that established this creolized white Christianity, see Rebecca
Goetz, The Baptism of Early Virginia: How Christianity Created Race, particularly chapter four: “Baptism
and the Birth of Race.”
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same laws that racialized Christianity in Virginia simultaneously regulated and
constrained sexual conduct in the colony. While Christianity was increasingly reserved
for citizens of white ancestry, interracial sexual conduct was likewise increasingly
outlawed. Since Native Americans and slaves were increasingly denied the capacity for
Christianity, their racial natures were likewise rendered inferior to English nature, a shift
that further justified and naturalized English slavery and territorial expansion. Indeed, the
same logic was applied to sexual conduct. Not only did the progeny of interracial unions
lose their white parents’ hereditary Christianity, but by contaminating their white,
English natures, their mixed-race children also lost other inheritable privileges and
protections reserved for English citizens. 7
Virginia’s laws were largely a reaction to fears following Bacon’s Rebellion in
1676, and similar laws were created in North Carolina starting in 1715—just two years
after the end of the Tuscarora War in that colony (1711-1715). The following Yamasee
War (1715-1717) in South Carolina would keep colonial fears alive. According to Kirsten
Fischer, lingering fear of Native American savagery and threats to colonial safety caused
by the Tuscarora War intensified these attempts to limit interracial sex, which also
effectively ended most advocacy of intermarriage with Native American women.

7

According to Richard Godbeer, a 1662 Virginia law required courts to differentiate between cases of
extramarital sex that involved people of the same race from those that mixed races. Fornication that
crossed racial boundaries, whether by white men or women, was to be punished by a fine of twice the
amount required for illicit sex that was not interracial. Race therefore became a component of how courts
determined the severity of a sex crime. Later, in 1691, a new law focused more specifically on women and
their children. The law forbade any racial intermarriage, regardless of the white colonist’s gender, but also
articulated that any resulting children from such unions would be considered illegitimate. The tighter
focus on mixed-race children in the 1691 law was clearly intended to prevent the sexual pollution of white
women, and similar laws in late seventeenth-century Maryland likewise condemned such unions as
unnatural and disgraceful. Godbeer reveals that the actual cases prosecuted under the 1691 law
overwhelmingly involved white women, while hardly any white men were brought to trial for illegal
relations with women of color. As a result, the number of women prosecuted for bearing mixed-race
children dropped significantly by the middle of the eighteenth century (Godbeer 202-203).
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Furthermore, racial contamination of an individual white body was determined to no
longer pose a threat of corruption to the broader white population only after three
generations of dilution (Fischer 85-86). As a result, we can see how Southern fears of
Native American violence and Christian emancipation of enslaved Africans fueled legal
decisions that racialized and dehumanized the natures of both—marking them as nonEnglish, non-Christian, and biologically incompatible. Interracial sex thus guaranteed two
frightening outcomes: the contamination of individual English citizens, and, in turn, the
degradation of the English body politic more generally.
This nexus of intersecting religious, scientific, legal, and sexual beliefs ultimately
produces a particular creole British nature in the first half of the eighteenth century in
Virginia. Just as scholars such as Bauer and Parrish have analyzed the ways that Byrd’s
creole identity—his hybrid loyalties and beliefs—create ruptures in the imperial narrative
of The History, this essay explores how imperial heteronormativity is both promoted and
resisted in Byrd’s text. Indeed, as we shall see, the resistances contribute to a racialized
heteronormativity that, like Christianity, becomes part of English nature. To analyze
these tensions, I argue that queer ecology offers a useful, and thus far missing, reading
strategy to existing scholarship on Byrd, The History, and early eighteenth-century
studies of the colonial south.8 Queer ecology acknowledges that constructions of queer
sexualities and gender identities are foundationally connected with notions of nature,
including definitions of what is natural or unnatural. In other words, there are material
foundations for the cultural constructions of both sexuality and nature, and ideologies of
both exist in a mutually referential relationship that sustain or alter each other. Our
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See Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands and Bruce Erikson, Eds, Queer Ecologies: Sex, Nature, Politics, Desire,
especially the introduction by the editors.
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exploration of gender and sexuality must recognize that, when certain human sexual
practices are cast as unnatural, degrading, savage, or illegitimate, such articulations are
also inseparably rooted within relationships with the nonhuman natural world that are
likewise cast as inappropriate.
This recognition of what we might call “networked matter” binds human bodies
with the body of nature. In turn, material and figurative notions of corporeality often
overlap, just as they do in the laws of early Virginia that denied Christianity to people of
color and reduced their natures to the extent that interracial sex became criminal. Most
important for this study, Byrd’s anxieties about the corrupting power of unaltered
American wilderness consistently overlap with critiques of Native Americans,
specifically their inappropriate relationships with the land, which is why I label this
conflation “Native America.” Analyzing these overlaps opens new opportunities for
exploring how bodies and identities were understood, inscribed, and produced in colonial
America, including the roles that non-human nature played in such scientific,
philosophical, and literary productions.
Queer ecology is therefore a productive reading strategy, but it is perhaps even
more important and intellectually exciting to recognize that Byrd’s narrative is a subject
of queer ecology. To clarify, queer ecology as a reading strategy helps us to both
recognize and understand why Byrd’s criticisms of Native American and poor settler
environmental relations often align with suggestions of illicit sexual relations. However,
if we push this strategy further to recognize Byrd’s narrative as a taking part in a process
of knowledge-production, we then gain the added benefit of seeing how Byrd participates
in colonial attempts to naturalize heteronormative, white, Christian British ideology.
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Searching for natural, material validation for heteronormative sex and gender, Byrd and
his contemporaries attempt to inscribe their heteronormative ideology onto the American
landscape under the guise of discovering such evidence through scientific empiricism.
Claiming that they alone possessed the scientific training necessary to recognize the flaws
in Native America, and in turn how to improve it, English elites like Byrd made
heteronormal-izing the landscape essential to progress. However, these maneuvers rely
on denaturalizing Native Americans, including their relations to the land and to each
other. Non-English Native America or Native Nature is therefore cast as a queer ecology
awaiting or resisting England’s civilized, scientific intervention. In short, the lens of
queer ecology helps us to better understand these connections in Byrd’s text, but
recognizing Byrd’s text as participating in the colonial production of queer ecologies
helps us to understand how heteronormativity was naturalized, racialized, and
nationalized in early America—and then endured within the United States’ national
imaginary.

Mapping the Queer Ecologies of Byrd’s Dividing Line
The expedition to determine the dividing line between Virginia and North
Carolina was accomplished through two separate journeys during 1728. Byrd submitted
an official report of the expedition to the Board of Trade after it was completed, but spent
the rest of his life drafting and revising The History.9 He begins his narrative with a
description of Virginia’s past, including settlement of the colony and Native American
contact. In this summary, Byrd blames British colonists for Native American distrust,
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arguing that they should have established peaceful alliances with Natives and begun
assimilating them through intermarriage: “The Natives cou’d by no means perswade
themselves that the English were heartily their Friends, so long as they disdained to
intermarry with them” (67-68). Interestingly, Byrd acknowledges that colonists would
need to have “brought their Stomachs to embrace this prudent Alliance,” indicating
justifiable resistance to Native bodies, but then counters this reservation with a pleasing
description of Native women: “The Indians are generally tall and well proportion’d,
which may make full Amends for the Darkness of their Complexions. Add to this that
they are healthy & strong, with Constitutions untainted by Lewdness, and not enfeebled
by Luxury” (68). The resistance Byrd identifies to intermarriage with Native women is
their skin color, a marker of their flawed relationship with the environment, which he
claims is counterbalanced by the beauty and vitality of their bodies—which result from
that same supposed flaw. Byrd therefore provides a favorable, but ambivalent, distinction
between these strong, healthy Native bodies and bodies degraded by lewdness or luxury,
presumably criticizing the decadence of many elite Englishmen and Englishwomen.
He concludes this description with a final comparison between Native bodies and
the early settlers, writing,
Besides, Morals and all considered, I can’t think the Indians were much greater
Heathens than the first Adventurers, who had they been good Christians, would
have had the Charity to take this only method of converting the Natives to
Christianity. For after all that can be said, a sprightly Lover is the more prevailing
Missionary that can be sent amongst these, or any other Infidels. (68)
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Byrd here suggests that the first colonists were likely not much more desirable than
Natives, even questioning their devoutness by asserting that they would have intermarried
with Natives to facilitate conversions if “they had been good Christians.” Also, Byrd’s
assertion that a “sprightly Lover” makes the best missionary reveals the power relations
inherent to sexual acts between foreign bodies—that sex can coerce assimilation through
peaceful, amorous relations or forceful domination. Byrd clearly assumes a single
direction of assimilation towards English civilization, neglecting the strong likelihood
that these colonists would have married into matrilineal Native kinship networks that
would have limited the patriarchal control of their father. Likewise, Byrd fails to
acknowledge the expectations of equal British obligations—food, resources, political
alliance, and military service—to these Native nations through such marriages, since
marriages were one component of a larger culture of Native reciprocity and exchange.
Instead, Byrd assumes that Natives will automatically find British culture
preferable and that, through marriage, any children would be made culturally British. It is
also worth mentioning that Byrd suggests only pairings of English men with Native
women, and not of English women with Native men. Additionally, Byrd inscribes
patriarchal British marital logic onto these hypothetical unions, suggesting that settlers
would have received Indian lands as a dowry: “Besides, the poor Indians would have had
less reason to complain, that the English took away their Land, if they [the English] had
received it by way of Portion with their Daughters” (68). Here, Byrd makes his first
major connection between bodies of land and people by suggesting that marriages to
Native women would have authenticated British acquisition of Native land, in turn
making it more British by converting it into privately owned family (specifically the
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husband’s) property that could be cultivated using British husbandry. Byrd further
supports this reading by concluding the same paragraph, “Nor wou’d the Shade of the
Skin have been any reproach at this day, for if a Moor may be wash’t white in 3
Generations surely an Indian might have been blanch’t in two” (68). Following the belief
of metropolitan London scientists, though not necessarily his fellow planter colonists,
that there was a single origin of all humans, and that skin color was the result of
differences in environment and culture, Byrd places Native Americans closer to British
bodies than he does African ones (Godbeer 206). According to Byrd’s logic, the mingling
of both bodies would have naturally resulted in the successful, more expedient whitening
of Native America by the time of Byrd’s own generation.
Byrd repeats these claims again at the conclusion of the first half of the narrative,
claiming that both the “Infidelity” and “Dark Complexions” of the Natives would have
been “worn out at this Day,” and the colony would have “swarm’d more with People than
it does with Insects” (120). Here, Byrd metonymically conflates material corporeal
exchange with the English cultural body, casting Native-English strife as marital
infidelity that, if it had been avoided, would have figuratively (re)produced British nature
through the literal progeny of those unions and their improvements to the land. These
hypothetical children are thus physical evidence of change, subject-actors of British
improvement, and future parents of an increasingly recognizable British population that
would inherit protestant Christianity and other benefits of whiteness. Byrd repeats his
assertion of only two generations needed to whiten any progeny, but provides one final
explanation, writing, “All Nations of Men have the same Natural Dignity, and we all
know that very Bright Talents may be lodg’d under very dark Skin. The principal
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Difference between one People and another, proceeds only from the Different
Opportunities of Improvement” (120). Byrd again affirms his acceptance of the single
origin theory for humanity here, suggesting that the influence of civilized, Christian
society brings opportunities for Native improvement that have been thus far absent. Byrd
seems to be, one the one hand, promoting a metropolitan, second conquest narrative of
straightforward British colonization; on the other hand, however, his acknowledgment
that this method has not succeeded ruptures that same narrative.
Byrd conveniently locates this time of opportunity for intermarriage within the
colony’s past, not its present, because he was writing at a time of British strength in the
colony, while prior settlers such as John Smith faced a much more powerful and more
numerous Native population. Indeed, Byrd’s prediction of a thriving population remains
silent, at least in these sections, about the extreme reduction in eastern Native populations
during the preceding years of colonization caused by British pathogens and warfare.
However, his gendered, sexualized logic of white British cultural reproductive conquest
aligns with the laws mentioned earlier that racialized and dehumanized Natives and
Africans, including the gendered prosecution of those targeting women who bore mixedrace children. In contrast to the prosecutions of white women who had sex with colored
partners, white men having sex with women of color was seen as distasteful, but unlikely
to result in legal punishment. In keeping with the mission of colonial men to make Native
America more British, we can read these laws as turning a blind eye to white males
because of, obviously, their gender privilege, but also because whitening the progeny of
women of color was viewed as a public service. By contrast, a white woman producing a
mixed-race child degraded her own racial purity since matter from a Native man literally
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passed into her body, thus contaminating her whiteness, that of her progeny, and the
broader British colony. Since women’s bodies were valued primarily for reproduction,
allowing Native matter to mix with white women threatened to degrade and weaken the
literal (female) and metaphorical, political (male) British body.
Here we see a slippage in vocabulary, this time between the white female body
and the metaphorical British body that generates fear of a queer ecology. The seminal
fluids of Native men are rendered toxic, representing a larger colonial fear that Native
America could continue to reproduce itself within English territory. If such gains were to
happen, the gendered understanding of sexual reproduction would transform the English
from active provider of inputs—matter and culture—within passive Native America, to
passive receiver of active Native America’s seed. Since the British saw their bodies and
culture (public) as masculine, the possibility of such a transformation entails the threat of
at least homoeroticism, and possibly homoerotic domination—masculine, active Native
America having its way with a British society struggling to exert its own masculinity, yet
forced into a passive, receptive position. Such a possibility would allow the queer
ecologies of Native America to resist the imperial logic represented by the dividing line.
The cartographic power of the map may provide a mathematically verifiable visual
representation of English territory, but the natures in that territory are not explicitly
English.
British, and in turn, Byrd’s, anxiety about this threat appears throughout The
History, primarily in Byrd’s observations of poor settlers whose bodies and subjectivities
have fallen into varying degrees of Native corruption. Conveniently, Byrd maps most of
these corporeally compromised settlers as living in North Carolina in order to depict
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Virginia as a stronger, more British colony, and the degrees of Native America’s
contamination determines the intensity of the queerness Byrd inscribes onto their
ecologies. Early in his narrative, Byrd describes a “Hermit” and his female companion,
likely paired in unmarried fornication, living like Natives along the coastal part of the
dividing line: “His habitation was a Bower cover’d with Bark, after the Indian Fashion,
which in that mild Situation protected him pretty well from the Weather. Like the
Ravens, he neither plow’d nor sow’d, but subsisted chiefly upon Oysters, which his
Handmaid made a shift to gather from the adjacent Rocks” (Byrd 84, emphasis mine).
This Hermit lives in a home that is modeled not on English design, but instead on the
“Indian Fashion.” Furthermore, the Hermit does not perform agricultural work for
sustenance, to improve the land, and certainly not to contribute to emerging colonial
markets. It is unclear if the Hermit owns the land that he lives on. If not, but he is a tenant
farmer, he is still culturally expected to cultivate the land and improve it. If he does not
own the land and is a squatter, his presence is degrading and illegal. Regardless, Byrd
depicts as him making no contribution to the public good of the colony. His idleness
emasculates him, a perception further supported by his dependency on his female
companion to gather oysters and, occasionally, to procure milk from their neighbor’s (but
not their own) cows. Byrd’s labeling of this female companion as a “handmaiden,” not a
spouse, further emasculates the Hermit and suggests illicit sexual conduct because Byrd
casts her as a servant.
In addition to their Indian dwelling and gender violations, their corruption is also
signaled through their appearance: “But as for Raiment, he depended mostly on his
Length of------Beard, and she upon her Length of Hair, part of which she brought
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decently forward, and the rest dangled behind quite down to her Rump, like one of
Herodotus’s East India Pigmies” (84). The physical uncleanness of their bodies,
including their un-groomed hair, is observed as a corporeal sign of their degradation.
Indeed, Byrd’s comparison of the Hermit to a Raven and specific articulation of their hair
as clothing casts them as closer to animals than humans. Byrd concludes, “Thus did these
Wretches live in a dirty State of Nature, and were mere Adamites, Innocence only
excepted” (84). Byrd’s allusion to the “state of nature” articulated by British thinkers
such as Thomas Hobbes and John Locke situates the Hermit and his female companion in
a pre-civilization natural state. Byrd’s rhetorical use of the idea, however, draws attention
to the fact that the Hermit and his female companion are not innocents like Adam and
Eve before the Fall; instead, they are fallen creatures who have turned away from the
benefits of civilization and, as a result, fallen further from respectability and grace. In
their dirty state of nature, they are more like Sodomites than Adamites because they have
allowed Native America to queer their British natures.
Similarly, Byrd criticizes some other settlers in North Carolina for cutting down
trees, in order to let their cattle feed on moss that grows on their branches, instead of
climbing the trees to harvest the moss—comparing this habit to “the Lazy Indians, who
do the same by such Trees as bear fruit” (88). The result of this “bad Husbandry,” he
claims, is that milk becomes scarce in the winter, causing many of these lazy settlers to
have a “Custard-Complexion.” Their complexion is therefore not only a sign of
malnutrition or disease, but also indicative of a flawed relationship to the landscape that
includes inadequate domestic nurturing and nutrition. Byrd bolsters this initial critique by
claiming that the people eat too much fresh pork because the raising of pigs is “manag’d
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with the least Trouble” (88). Again, an improper relationship with the land is cited as the
cause for corporeal contamination. Indeed, since the pigs forage for food, consuming the
unimproved landscape, these degraded settlers are likewise consuming the same
landscape through the pork that they imbibe. Specifically, Byrd claims that this diet
produces Yaws, a tropical disease that was similar to syphilis, but transmitted through
skin contact. It was thought to result from poor diet, and since its symptoms were like
those of syphilis, was sometimes conflated with sexual misconduct (Berland 264, n.66).
Byrd’s next assertion that the condition is locally so common that “it ceases to be a
Scandal” adds the possibility of sexual deviance to their condition, but it also suggests
that the population has degraded far enough that it no longer recognizes why the
condition would be scandalous. Improper relations to the landscape, again, create a
simultaneous suggestion of illicit sexual behavior, and thus Byrd maps a queer ecology
onto this part of North Carolina containing settlers whose natures are dangerously more
Native than British AND potentially contagious.
However, even landowners who attempt to improve the land and profit from that
cultivation may still suffer corruption. Byrd observes that one of their hosts settled on the
border of a great swamp because the greenery provides food for his cattle in winter and
rooting for his hogs. This allows the host to make a healthy profit, but one “for which his
whole Family pay dear in their Persons, for they are devoured by Musketas all the
Summer, and have Agues every Spring and Fall, which corrupt all the Juices of their
Bodies, give them a cadaverous Complexion, and besides a lazy creeping Habit, which
they never get rid of” (98). Although this landlord is more industrious than many other
settlers whom Byrd describes, the landscape is cast as naturally, actively resisting
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cultivation—infecting residents who try with a range of degenerative maladies. The
bodies of this settler family may be less degraded than some others that Byrd describes,
but their interaction with the swamp, which Byrd appropriately calls “The Dismal,”
requires further improvement if they are to counteract its corrupting influence.
Unlike previous examples where Byrd overlaps inappropriate environmental
relationships with illicit sex, here Byrd describes a Native nature that resists cultivation
and, furthermore, actively exerts its dehumanizing nature through the bodies of colonists
who try. The landscape possesses and exercises the power to alter English settlers,
degrading them by making them more natural, but this threat is twofold. First, the risk
overlaps with the same legal anxieties mentioned earlier about sex between white women
and men of color; settlers, regardless of biological sex, could be made physically and
culturally less English through physical contact with this active Native landscape.
Pushing the overlap further, the transformative threat includes being too passive a
receiver of toxic Native matter that—like the seminal fluid of colored men—still
degrades the English body in such a way that can be scientifically measured by shifts in
complexion. This threat, however, turns the complexion yellow (custard) or ghostly, and
is measured within the present population instead of the future progeny of interracial
unions. Second, as we have seen, another measurement for such corruption is often
observations, or assumptions, of illicit sexual behavior. To further solidify this material
and cultural overlap, Byrd’s assertion that the swamp corrupts “all the Juices of their
Bodies” means that the material fluids necessary for generating and nurturing human
offspring—insemination and lactation—have been contaminated and will produce
polluted children. A complicated picture thus emerges within which racial, material,
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ecological, and sexual anxieties intertwine and transfer (perhaps unintended) qualities
from one referent to another, in turn producing queer ecologies in Byrd’s narrative that
resist easy English colonization.
Recalling Byrd’s earlier promotion of a “sprightly lover” as the most effective
missionary amongst Native Americans, applying that claim rhetorically to the Native
landscape again reveals that imperial conquest logic is oversimplified. The Dismal does
not yield easily to English “good husbandry,” but Byrd attempts to neutralize the threat of
this realization by directing blame onto North Carolinian performance instead of
challenging the logic of British colonization.
Despite his many criticisms, Byrd also applauds some settlers. His most generous
praise in The History is for Mr. Kinchin, who “By the Benefit of a little pains, and good
Management…lives in much Affluence” (115). One of the primary marks of Kinchin’s
industry for Byrd is his orchard, which he praises as a universal sign of good husbandry
and links to Kinchin’s other achievements:
It is an Observation, which rarely fails of being true, both in Virginia and
Carolina, that those, who take care to plant good Orchards, are in their General
Characters Industrious People. This held good in our Landlord, who had many
Houses built upon his Plantation, and every one kept in good decent Repair. His
Wife too was tidy, his Furniture clean, his Pewter bright, and nothing seem’d to
be wanting to make his Home comfortable. (115)
Kinchin’s plantation signifies genteel British industry and improvement. Since his
relationship with the land is appropriate—he cultivates it and makes it more British—we
naturally see signs of this proper management in his domestic life as well. Kinchin and
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his wife are married, their children will inherit the estate and, presumably, continue its
cultivation, and his industry allows his wife to embody proper feminine domesticity,
keeping her home and the bodies within it clean and comfortable. Kinshin, like Byrd, is a
gentleman, and thus able to embody all of the expectations for British gentility that Byrd
respects. Just as his criticisms produce vocabular slippages and overlaps of what Byrd
fears, his praises likewise generate ones that follow a similar logic.
Compared to the corrupt juices of North Carolinians living along The Dismal, Mr.
Kinchin and his family are described as clean, tidy, and comfortable. We can safely
assume that their “juices” are not corrupt; indeed, Byrd’s depiction of the family’s health
is rooted in Kinchin’s active domination of Native America. Cleanliness is the corporeal
signifier of his family’s physical and cultural health, and the presence of “improvements”
to the landscape such as his orchard suggest that the landscape is “comfortable” instead
of volatile. Taken together, we see how Byrd depicts Kinchin’s plantation as a desirable,
white, heteronormative British ecology. Social order, including class, race, and gender, is
(re)produced through his precise organization and cultivation of physical space on the
American landscape.
Byrd maps the Kinchin plantation as a powerful counterexample to not only the
queer ecologies of settlers in North Carolina, but also to Native American communities
like the nearby Nottoway Town. The passage from Byrd’s visit to the Nottoway Town
cited at the beginning of this study is one such moment. Byrd’s reference to “the whole
Winter’s Soil” visible on the skin of these Native women is described as off-putting,
despite their attractiveness. Yet, he immediately laments in the following passage,
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“We were unluckily so many, that they cou’d not well make us the Complement
of Bedfellows, according to the Indian Rules of Hospitality, tho’ a grave Matron
whisper’d one of the Commissioners very civilly in the Ear, that if her Daughter
had been but one year older, she shou’d have been at his Devotion” (117).
Byrd’s assertion that providing female sexual companionship is part of Indian hospitality
serves to distinguish degraded Native hospitality from the civilized British hospitality of
men like Mr. Kinchin. Byrd writes these Native women as being submissive to English
men, particularly through the imagined erotic possibility of one woman’s daughter being
at the commissioner’s “devotion.” The erotic possibilities of the moment, literally
whispered into one man’s ear as a sexual tease, are overlain with both confirmation of
British superiority and risk of alluring Native contamination.
The possibility of sexual access to Native women reconfirms the idea that British
men could whiten Native America—that “she” would submit to their superior British will
and be at their devotion. Simultaneously, however, casting Native America as an alluring
temptress suggests that British subjectivity can be weakened through intercourse with
sexually uninhibited Native women. Although Byrd certainly intended that this
description should be read as bawdy genteel patriarchal humor, his simultaneous regrets
that his surveying team will not be offered Native bedfellows and his display of
gentlemanly restraint reveals the temptation of this queer ecology.
This reading is further supported by his summary in the following paragraph of
Native women’s sexual reputations. Byrd asserts, “It is by no means a loss of Reputation,
among the Indians, for Damsels that are Single, to have Intrigues with the Men: on the
contrary they account it an Argument of superior Merit to be liked by a great Number of
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Gallants” (118). However, Byrd then pushes the description further by comparing Native
women to “ the Ladys that Game”—prostitutes—who “are a little Mercenary in their
Amours and seldom bestow their Favours, out of Stark Love and Kindess” (118). In a
maneuver similar to his description of Yaws amongst North Carolinians and the failure of
those settlers to view it as scandalous, Byrd here critiques the lack of value placed on
female chastity amongst the Nottoway. Byrd’s alignment of Nottoway women’s sexual
practices with that of prostitutes both further highlights their depravity and, again, betrays
his fear of women who use their sexual power to control men, instead of vice versa. Of
course, Byrd once again misreads the sexual conduct of Native women within a British
context, mistaking more egalitarian Native sexual relations and reciprocity exchange for
transactional bargaining (Godbeer 177). Byrd concludes that, once Native women are
married, they “are from thenceforth faithful to their vows” (118). The fact that this is the
last statement Byrd makes here on the subject of Native female sexuality codes Native
marriages as adaptable to British ones, a similarity that he suggests can be used to subdue
Native America through marriage.
Given the nature of this analysis, it is unsurprising that Byrd’s description of
sexuality and marriage amongst Native women is immediately followed by critical
observations about Native land cultivation and gendered work. He writes, “The little
Work that is done among the Indians, is done by the poor Women, while the men are
quite Idle, or at most employ’d only in the Gentlemanly Diversions of Hunting and
Fishing” (118). By casting hunting and fishing as gentlemanly diversions instead of
essential work for Native sustenance, Byrd is able to write Native men as idle “men of
pleasure” and Native women as the victims of their husbands’ poor management, who

39

would surely prefer Englishmen for husbands. In short, by comparison to Mr. Kinchin
and, in turn, other wealthy planters like Byrd, Indian men practiced poor husbandry, the
proof of which could be seen in their flawed, conflated sexual and environmental
relationships. It is no coincidence that this critical description of the Nottoway
immediately follows the celebratory description of Kinchin’s plantation, which creates a
powerful comparison through the proximity of these observations within the text.
Unsurprisingly, Byrd concludes these observations about the Nottoway by
drawing attention to that very proximity:
Tho’ these Indians dwell among the English, and see in what Plenty a little
Industry enables them to live, yet they chuse to continue in their stupid Idleness,
and to suffer all the Inconveniences of Dirt, Cold, and Want, rather than disturb
their Heads with Care, or defile their Hands with Labour. (118)
Proximity takes on new importance in this passage. Elsewhere in The History, Byrd tends
to excuse Native American culture on the grounds that Natives live in a state of nature,
and thus are unaware of the advantages of English civilization. In contrast, settlers like
the Hermit and his female companion living in such a lowly state do so because they have
allowed themselves to be reduced to it. Natives could be Adamites, but fallen settlers
were more like Sodomites. However, that distinction is weaker in the above passage. The
presence of dirt on Native bodies is indicative of a more important stain: their weak,
passive management of the local environment. Since they do not defile their hands with
labor, they are instead defiled with dirt, a corporeal mark of their laziness.
Despite their supposed failure to properly emulate English husbandry, however,
Native Americans did incorporate elements of British culture—as they saw fit. This is
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revealed, for example, through their incorporation of British trade goods such as firearms,
which Byrd asserts is useful for making Natives dependent on British-manufactured
goods. However, neither this economic power nor the supposedly alluring example of
genteel British affluence seems to be leading to radical Native assimilation to British
culture. This frustration is elaborated by Byrd’s next description of failures to convert the
Natives to Christianity and educate them. He laments that, although many Indian children
are educated at the Indian school at the college of William and Mary, after they return to
their nations, “instead of civilizing and converting the rest, they have immediately
Relapst into Infidelity and Barbarism themselves.” Furthermore, despite all the work to
civilize Native children—work that Byrd applauds—it ultimately has “no other Effect but
to make them something cleanlier than other Indians are” (119).
These failures betray colonial anxiety that British culture might not be so
obviously superior and appealing to Natives as colonists prefer to believe. Just as some
settlers have been lured into varying degrees of “going Native,” the Native nations Byrd
describes have incorporated various aspects of British culture that have made them more
similar to their British neighbors. However, those cultural markers have been Indianized,
revealing the power of Native America to potentially absorb, transform, and resist British
America. It is this failure, perhaps, that causes Byrd to continue the unpopular advocacy
of Native intermarriage. However, the potential embodied by the “sprightly lover” Byrd
describes in his introduction seems to erode by this mid-point of his narrative, instead
replaced with the need for sexual conquest in order to fully reproduce England on the
North American continent.
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This shift makes sense when we consider Byrd’s strong interest in sexual power.
His scientific sexual curiosity can be explained at least partially by his desire to better
exert gentlemanly, mental control over his bodily impulses. Such power would allow him
to embody gentlemanly restraint and harness sexual power for the public good. Byrd’s
diaries and Commonplace Book contain multiple entries about his struggle with sexual
passion—both to control his own temptations and to avoid letting those temptations
emasculate him through submission to women’s charms.10 Kevin Berland observes that
Byrd owned many books on the subject and often copied information from them into his
writing, such as the entries in his Commonplace Book from Nicolas Venette’s Tableau de
l’Amour Conjugale (1686), one of the first texts to explore sexology (“William Byrd’s
Sexual Lexicography” 2). Byrd even handwrote a “Supplement” on the blank pages of his
copy of the French Academy’s Le Dictionnaire des arts et des sciences that included
eighty-nine French sexual terms with definitions in French and Latin. This list ends
abruptly in the middle of its “F” section, but Berland notes that it is remarkable for both
the range of sexual practices referenced and the blunt nature of their descriptions (2).
Byrd’s scientific interest in sex, when placed within the broader context of the English
second conquest, again suggests his awareness that sex culturally empowered the active
participant.

10

See chapter nine, “Invectives Against Women, and…Lampoons Upon Matrimony” in Berland, Gilliam,
and Lockridge, eds., The Commonplace Book of William Byrd II of Westover; Godbeer, Sexual Revolution in
Early America, especially chapter six, ‘“The Camelion Lover’: Sex, Race, and Cultural Identity in the
Colonial South;” Lockridge, The Diary, and Life, of William Byrd II of Virginia, 1674-1744, especially chapter
five; Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in Colonial
Virginia, especially chapter eight, “Marriage, Class Formation, and the Performance of Male Gentility” and
chapter ten, “Anxious Patriarchs;” and Berland, “William Byrd’s Sexual Lexicography.” Eighteenth-Century
Life 23 (1999): 1-11.
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Indeed, one of Byrd’s diary entries from 1710 reveals this awareness: “I read a
sermon in Dr. Tillotson and then took a little [nap]. I ate fish for dinner. In the afternoon
my wife and I had a little quarrel which I reconciled with a flourish. Then she read a
sermon in Dr. Tillotson to me. It is to be observed that the flourish was performed on the
billiard table” (Byrd, The Secret Diary 210-211). Byrd conquers and reconciles his wife,
Lucy, to his position through his sexual performance. Afterwards, she emulates Byrd by
reading him a sermon, just as he had done earlier in the day. 11 Through the notion of
husbandry, it is not a far step to imprint this sexual coercion as a possible tactic for
assimilating Native America to English nature—reconciling her with an English flourish.
Returning to Byrd’s anxiety about sexual power, however, we must remember
that wielding that flourish required careful mastery of it, lest one be emasculated through
the sexual power of women. Sexual exchange with Native America was risky and could
leave a mark. When Byrd’s surveying team leaves the Nottoway Town, he observes that
the linen shirts of some of his companions “were a little discolour’d with Pochoon,” a red
paint or dye used cosmetically by the Nottoway and many other Native nations, which
Byrd claims “those Ladies us’d to improve their invisible Charms” (121). The bodies of
these men were marked by their contact with Native women. As Byrd judges the scene,
they allowed the sexual power of Native America to overwhelm their own reason.
Although they were technically the active partners in the sexual act, the presence
of pochoon reveals that Native matter also transferred to their English bodies,
metaphorically reminding Byrd and other gentlemen of the risk of British emasculation.
To press the point further, the presence of material evidence renders the otherwise
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This entry is somewhat ironic because Byrd usually restricted Lucy’s access to his books, locking his
library and complaining when she borrowed texts without permission.
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libertine experience threatening. By allowing their bodies to be tainted with Native
matter, particularly a Native cosmetic with sexual associations—at least in Byrd’s
description—the men have failed to embody proper English body work.12 Failure to
remove the material contamination from their bodies risks escalating to more damaging
colonial corruption. Although my interpretation of settler ambivalence created by the
presence of pochoon could seem like a stretch, the fact that it follows another passage
from Byrd about Native women’s mercenary exchanges, referred to here as “a Bribe
plac’d to the greatest Advantage,” reminds readers of the risk he associates with Native
women’s power. The presence of pochoon thus calls into question what the men may
have given up to these Native women in order to secure sex. If they did not, like Byrd,
properly master their sexual urges, it is possible that the Nottoway women literally and
figuratively took advantage of them. If so, the stain of Pochoon is a symbol of not just
corporeal uncleanness, but also a deeper cultural slippage—a crisis in
heteronormativity—that could be pressed to further advantages by Native America if left
unchecked. Since Byrd was certainly aware that many British settlers, including men
stationed at Native trading sites, often intermarried and even assimilated to Native
culture, he definitely witnessed how far these slippages could go.
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Kathleen Brown’s extensive study of cleanliness practices in early America reveals that individuals in the
eighteenth century were often concerned with removing traces of organic matter from both domestic
spaces and individual bodies, a set of practices that Brown refers to as “body work” (Foul Bodies 3-5).12
Organic matter out of place could contaminate the body and the household. Natural excretions of the
body had to be removed from the skin, primarily through the changing of linen, as well as from clothing,
bedding, chamber pots, and furniture. Similarly, unwanted organic matter from outside of the home had
to be removed, including vermin, dirt and dust, and the refuse from food preparation and consumption.
Indeed, the body was understood to be porous and quite vulnerable to a wide array of possible
contagions, including temperature, air, soil, and humidity. Seen Brown, Foul Bodies: Cleanliness in Early
America.
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Byrd’s anxieties about this slippage come together quite literally in a passage
towards the end of his narrative within which he describes a party of Saponi riding
horses. He records, “The Men rode more awkwardly than any Dutch Sailor, and the
Ladies bestrode their Palfry’s a-la-mode de France, but were so bashful about it, that
there was no persuading them to mount, till they were quite out of our Sight” (212).
Immediately, we can read Byrd’s humorous description as an attempt to emasculate the
Saponi men. He suggests that they cannot properly ride horses, and his claim in the
previous line that they likely had to walk twice the distance from their village just to
catch their horses further highlights their bad husbandry. Even more fascinating,
however, is his reference to Saponi women riding in the French style, an observation
upon which Byrd immediately elaborates in the next line:
The French Women use to ride a straddle, not so much to make them sit firmer in
the Saddle, as from the hopes the same thing might peradventure befall them, that
once happen’d to the Nun of Orleans, who escaping out of a Nunnery, to Post en
Cavalier, and in ten Miles hard riding had the good Fortune to have all the Tokens
of a Man break out upon her. (emphasis Byrd’s, 212)
Byrd continues by attempting to validate this account with another story of two nuns
from Italy who underwent “the same happy Metamorphosis probably by some other
Violent Exercise” (213). At first, these two tales may seem like humorous tangents, and
likely they were intended as such. However, when read through Byrd’s same anxieties
about the pochoon on his men’s clothing, a much more threatening interpretation
emerges—the possibility that women can become men through horse riding or some other
“violent exercise.”
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To press this reading still further, Byrd claims that the Saponi women would not
mount their horses until they were out of sight because they were bashful, continuing his
previous assertions that Native women are modest. Byrd therefore adds a sexual tone to
the scene—the Saponi women are bashful about mounting within sight of the expedition
party. Likewise, the three women who experience sex-changes in Byrd’s tangent are
nuns, who are associated with modesty and vows of chastity. If the Native women who
agreed to sex with Byrd’s men can literally become men—more frightening, if they can
become men through the mounting and violent exercise of sex—then the literal, material
opportunity for corporeal transformation suggests that the pochoon left on their clothing
could likewise become Native semen instead. All of Byrd’s environmental-sexual
slippages align as a threatening Native America that can figuratively and literally become
male. In this queer ecology, where the constraints of the plantation ecology and English
society are absent or eroded, a full range of queer possibilities have emerged—
denaturalizing the heteronormative “natural” order of English nature with a Native
flourish. If, indeed, a sprightly lover is the most effective missionary, then the dark angels
of Native America seem to have a dangerously alluring power of conversion.
Unsurprisingly, then, The History is filled with attempts to check and constrain
these dangerous possibilities within Native America. Anxious to demonstrate that
colonial England is changing Native America, and not vice versa, Byrd often tries to
demonstrate the application of Englishness to American contagions. The most obvious
example of this, to me, is the dividing line itself. Byrd frequently mentions the scientific
accuracy with which the line is being erected—literally, through a series of phallic
wooden posts that the surveying team raises to bind Native America within British
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private property. The line represents a boundary of English progress in its domination of
Native America, inscribing North Carolina as both buffer zone and site of current,
struggling cultivation that may eventually resemble its Virginia neighbor after enough
industrious, good husbandry is practiced and sustained.
Similarly, Byrd consistently offers scientific descriptions of the landscape to
display his curiosity and mastery of the land. He also attempts to demonstrate such
mastery medicinally, often creating remedies to heal the various maladies that his survey
team experiences. In short, he is able to demonstrate his mastery of the environment by
discerning within it the very cures to the maladies that the landscape supposedly creates.
However, the fact that the environment affects the bodies of his team in the first place
creates ambivalence in the text—the threat of corruption is always present, powerful, and
difficult to neutralize.
Furthermore, Byrd betrays the extent to which he relies on Native America for
survival. As a third-generation Indian trader (following his great uncle and father), Byrd’s
wealth and, in turn, ability to embody English gentility is founded on material exchanges
with Native Americans. Also, many of the remedies he uses to heal his men have been
learned from Natives—not from his own scientific expertise. In one example of this
dependency, Byrd writes, “But there is another Sort prefer’d by the Northern Indians, that
they call Seneca Rattle Snake Root, to which wonderful Vertues are ascrib’d in the Cure
of Pleurisys, Feavers, Rhumatisms, and Dropsys; besides it being a powerful Antidote
against the Venom of the Rattle Snake” (130). Immediately after this passage, Byrd
introduces another way that his team depends on Native America: his party reaches out to
the Saponi to hire a hunter because “We cou’d not entirely rely on the Dexterity of our
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own Men” (130). This hunter, called Bearskin in Byrd’s narrative, keeps the team
supplied with meat for the majority of the expedition’s second half.
This acknowledgement of English weakness is compounded by Byrd’s eventual
description of bear meat’s enhancement of sexual vigor, which he learns from Bearskin.
After asking Bearskin why so few Saponi women are ever barren, Bearskin responds that
their secret is the consumption of bear meat. A diet of bear meat for six weeks “makes
him so vigorous, that he grows exceedingly impertinent to his poor Wife, and ‘tis great
odds but he makes her a Mother in Nine Months” (177). Byrd follows this summary with
the revelation that all of the married men in his company “were joyful fathers within forty
weeks after they got Home, and most of the single men had Children sworn to them
within the same time…” (177). Byrd prefaces this disclosure by claiming that he shares
this Saponi secret “for the good of Mankind, and for the better Peopling an Infant
Colony, which has no want but that of Inhabitants” (177). The bawdy wit of this passage
attempts to sanitize a potentially frightening revelation: the English gentleman has to be
told by a savage how to improve English reproduction. Byrd reveals that he and the
colonies are beholden to Native knowledge of the environment, so much so that Native
knowledge of American matter—bear meat—could help invigorate the comparably
impotent English manhood. Dominating Native America thus relies on Native methods
and American matter, revealed through Native bodies to English ones instead of only
being discerned through the English’s supposed empirical supremacy.
The corporeal and social implications of pochoon and bear meat reveal that
English nature is, in fact, queered in North America. The queer ecologies that Byrd
describes—whether Native nations that have incorporated elements of English culture or

48

poor settlers who have allowed their British natures to be corrupted and made more
Native—resist the imperial, assimilationist logic of the dividing line. The lack of success
amongst Native nations and the slippages of poor settlers that Byrd describes ultimately
suggest that heteronormativity, like Christianity, is incompatible with Native America.
While enslaved Africans had their environmental relations controlled by English masters
to reproduce British nature in North America, an arrangement supported in English
Anglicanism, Native American nations and poor settlers had no English masters to
control their relations with the landscape. As a result, Byrd’s text suggests that the queer
ecologies he creates are incompatible with British nature, including Christianity and
heteronormativity. The laws and customs of whiteness break down or are absent there. If,
as Bauer argues, Byrd was part of the second conquest of North America, the only
invisible principle or law he seems to discover is that English nature is heteronormative
and that the natures of Africans and Natives are not. Furthermore, the supposed
superiority of English nature is not necessarily supported by the experiences of Natives or
creole settlers who adapt to Native America.

Conclusion
Scholarship on William Byrd and early America has greatly increased our
understanding of gender, race, and science in the eighteenth-century Chesapeake.
However, there is more to learn by analyzing the relationships between colonial subjects
and North American nature. Queer ecology offers a fruitful lens for analyzing such
relationships, and by bringing this particular framework to bear on Byrd’s text, I have
attempted to show one such advantage of this approach. Byrd’s narrative reveals how,
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during the first half of the eighteenth century, certain relationships between human and
nonhuman matter could metonymically converge with emasculating implications that
produce racialized queer ecologies. Fear of passive, homosexual penetration by a more
powerful, active Native America fueled and legitimated English attempts to dominate and
denaturalize these queer ecologies that threatened England’s claim of natural cultural
superiority. The textual ruptures and inconsistencies that appear through Byrd’s anxious
attempts to wield his own sexual and corporeal power betray the contamination of
English nature in Virginia—and indeed the insecurity of a global British nature more
generally. Although he certainly negotiates his nature closer to England than many of his
less affluent fellow colonists, he ultimately fails to remove the stain of pochoon, evidence
of his own corporeal penetration by Native America, from his text. The queer ecologies
that he describes resist the imperial logic of the dividing line, revealing that English
nature is not as inheritably desirable as metropolitan London elites believed. Byrd’s text
participates in the racializing discourse of early eighteenth-century Virginia by
suggesting that heteronormativity, like Christianity, is incompatible with Native
America—a perception justified by non-English relationships with North American
nature signified by non-heteronormative sexual behaviors and corporeal degradation.
Although Byrd maps the dividing line with the imperial precision of the second conquest,
the natures within that line resisted becoming English, Christian, white, or
heteronormative.
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“Continually impelled by a restless spirit of curiosity”
Puc Puggy and the Intimate Ecologies of William Bartram’s Travels

Figure 4: William Bartram. Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake. (1774).

In 1739, just a few years prior to William Byrd II’s death in 1744, William
Bartram, son of renowned Royal Botanist John Bartram, was born. He shared several
characteristics with Byrd. Like him, William was the son of a celebrated, self-made
colonist. His father, John, transformed his very humble origins into an impressive estate
outside of Philadelphia, prospering through a combination of self-determination, hard
work, self-education, and the patronage of men such as the English merchant, gardener,
and botanist Peter Collinson. Like Byrd, William Bartram had a rather impressive father
whom he was expected to emulate and surpass. I begin with this comparison because it
reveals a foundational difference between the two men that helps us to understand both
how and why their writing differs so remarkably. Both men were born to wealthy planters
who gave them exceptional educations, professional opportunities, and comforts that their
fathers had, by comparison, lacked as children. Yet, while Byrd’s History ultimately
reveals his own anxieties about trying to achieve the level of success proscribed by his
father, William Bartram’s most famous publication, Travels, reveals his resistance to
those expectations.
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Shortly into the third chapter of the second part of Travels, Bartram makes what is
perhaps the clearest declaration of his resistance. Bartram has been traveling with a
companion who decides to leave him instead of pushing deeper into the frontier, but
Bartram does not regret his departure, observing,
Our views were probably totally opposite; he, a young mechanic on his
adventures, seemed to be actuated by no other motives, than either to establish
himself, in some well inhabited part of the country, where, by following his
occupation, he might be enabled to procure without much toil or danger, the
necessaries and conveniences of life; or by industry and frugality, perhaps
establish his fortune. (81)
While the young mechanic likely was, indeed, a traveling companion, he can also be read
as a separation of Bartram’s literary self from the burdens of societal expectation as he
penetrates deeper into the southern frontier. As I will show, the young mechanic sounds
coincidentally like the man John wished his son William to become, a goal Bartram
tried—and failed—to achieve prior to the actual historical journey of Travels.
Freed from the societal expectations driving the young mechanic, Bartram
distinguishes his own goals:
Whilst I, continually impelled by a restless spirit of curiosity, in pursuit of new
productions of nature, my chief happiness consisted in tracing and admiring the
infinite power, majesty and perfection of the great Almighty Creator, and in the
contemplation, that through divine aid and permission, I might be instrumental in
discovering, and introducing into my native country, some original productions of
nature, which might become useful to society. (81)
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I argue that this moment of diverging paths is foundational to understanding
Travels as a literary experiment within which Bartram resists many of the pressures and
anxieties of other colonial Englishmen like William Byrd II. Essential to my analysis is
Bartram’s assertion that he is driven by a “restless spirit of curiosity.” This curiosity—
which allows him to better admire God and His creation—is paramount to his literary self
in Travels. Being “useful to society” is, by contrast, a lower priority; although it has not
been entirely abandoned, it is subjugated to curiosity. That critical distinction allows
Bartram to embrace what Byrd resists: an intimate relationship with Native North
America. Indeed, this ecological intimacy is firmly established in his narrative by the
emergence of Bartram’s Seminole nickname: Puc Puggy, or the Flower Hunter. This
name is bestowed on him by the Seminole chief Ahaya—also called Cowkeeper—in the
second part of Travels in response to Bartram’s explanation that he wishes to study local
plants and animals. With this nickname, Ahaya gives William-as-Puc-Puggy “unlimited
permission” to travel in his territory, as well as the “friendship and protection” of his
people (165). It is unsurprising, furthermore, that this moment in the text is followed by
Bartram’s exploration of the Alachua Savanna, one of the richest Native ecologies that he
visits and subject of some of his most fantastic, alluring descriptions.
Bartram’s self-proclaimed restless curiosity is foundational to understanding this
queer ecological personhood because that curiosity allows him to embrace a degree of
ecological intimacy that many of his contemporaries would have rejected and even
feared. By ecological intimacy, I mean that Bartram’s descriptions in Travels offer an
intense degree of detail—of individual specimens and their broader ecological systems,
as well as Bartram’s pleasurable reactions to them. Bartram frequently switches between
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individual subjects and the larger scene, and those descriptions often escalate to sensual
rhapsody. Two observations are immediately important for this argument. First, Bartram
looks more at how specimens are connected and similar within an ecological system
instead of different and separate or exterior to that system, a perspective that is clearly
ecological.13 Second, and important for understanding the queerness of this ecological
personhood, Bartram takes pleasure in intimate contact with Native America and that
pleasure becomes part of his scientific method. That is, his embrace of sensuality and
intimacy as an acceptable function/expression of his curiosity attracts him to Native
America, and that attraction then erodes distinctions between specimens and ecologies
that are, conversely, so vehemently created and upheld by many other colonial
naturalists. One reason why Bartram’s attempt to break down the differences is unusual
for his time, according to Londa Schiebinger, is that most European and English
scientists were focused on establishing distinctions in nature, often to justify social
hierarchies. Indeed, the Enlightenment challenge that all people are, by nature, equal was
met with a conservative reaction to find natural differences, particularly regarding racial
and sexual equality: “Nature and its laws spoke loudly in this age of Enlightenment,
where philosophers attempted to set social convention on a natural basis. Natural law (as
distinct from the positive law of nations) was held to be immutable, given by God or
inherent in the material universe” (9). Such attempts to utilize immutable natural law
helps us to understand why men like Byrd cast Native America as a queer ecology in
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Michael Gaudio has observed of Bartram’s illustrations and Travels, “Rather than adopting the
taxonomical approach of isolating a specimen and displaying its various parts typologically for the
purposes of classification, Bartram tends to blur the lines between distinct types by looking for the most
basic forms and patterns that unify nature” (3). See “Swallowing the Evidence: William Bartram and the
Limits of Enlightenment.”
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order to articulate their claims of white superiority. Conversely, Bartram desires and
embraces that same “queer ecology” by eroding distinctions, including those of his own
personhood.
My reading of Bartram’s subjectivity in Travels builds on Monique Allewaert’s
articulation of his ecological personhood, though I will offer a different perspective on
the political potential of the text. Allewaert observes that Bartram was actually given
many opportunities to build what she, echoing Michael Warner, calls an identity as a
citizen-subject—an identity linked to both the public sphere and nationalism (32). 14
However, he consistently declined these opportunities to demonstrate his public
masculinity.15 Allewaert explains Bartram’s failure to craft and embody a citizensubjectivity in Travels by linking his writing to the material basis for it: the southern
United States and, generally, the region she refers to as the tropic zone, or plantation
zone, and the way it affects subjectivity. She writes, “The entanglements that proliferated
in the plantation zone disabled taxonomies distinguishing the human from the animal
from the vegetable from the atmospheric, revealing an assemblage of interpenetrating
forces that I call an ecology” (30
This dynamic ecology, I argue, is a foundational way of understanding the
function of Puc Puggy in Travels. Through Puc Puggy, Bartram is able to demonstrate the

14

See Michael Warner, The Letters of the Republic: Publication and the Public Sphere in EighteenthCentury America.
15 Bartram declined an opportunity to work for one of Franklin’s print shops, was elected a member of the
American Philosophical Society—of which his father and Benjamin Franklin were founding members—yet
never attended a meeting, and was listed as faculty at the University of Pennsylvania, but he apparently
never taught a class (341). Bartram did, of course, write treatises on the treatment of Native Americans,
natural science studies, and his well-known Travels, but he had a conflicted relationship with his
publishers, was slow to publish, and declined more opportunities than he accepted to craft his own
citizen-subjectivity.
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mercurial nature of selfhood. Puc Puggy is an active agent constantly acknowledging, and
delighting in, his unsettled nature. However, Allewaert concludes her analysis of
Bartram’s cosmopolitics with the assertion that he ultimately “abdicates his right to argue
for the political stakes and negotiations that follow from his natural history” because he
separates his natural history from politics, specifically regarding Native American policy,
by claiming that political decisions regarding Native American nations are the domain of
men more qualified than himself (82). Allewaert reads this decision as drastically limiting
the democratic potential of his cosmopolitics, a failure compounded by what she reads as
his promising a “harmony in advance that makes Native Americans’ differences and
resistances—in short, their agency and politics—recede even further than those of his
plant agents” (82).
While I agree with Allewaert that Bartram limits certain political potentials of his
narrative, I would also counter that Bartram-via-Puc Puggy offers a picture of increased
possibilities, both for understanding personhood and pleasure. Rob McLoone astutely
observes that Bartram is perhaps “most at home with himself and with the impossibility of
representation (an impossibility that is delightful, as well as religiously transportive)
when he locates the purpose of his project within the logic and symbolizing structure of
travel itself” (84, emphasis added). While McLoone’s analysis is grounded strongly in a
Lacanian reading of Travels, I am more interested in reading that pleasure and fluidity
within the framework of queer ecology. Specifically, I argue that the pleasures of
Bartram’s curiosity and mercurial, ecological personhood reveal the revelatory potential
of non-heteronormative pleasure as a component of curiosity.16 That is, Puc Puggy’s

16

Allewaert offers her own, though brief, queer reading of Bartram’s text. Citing Bartram’s epistolary
correspondence with Benjamin Barton, she asserts that they were among the first wave of natural
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unsettled nature frees him to be curious about, and explore, a broader range of pleasure
possibilities.
Read within the framework of queer ecology, William’s Travels troubles the
culture of difference essential to Anglo-American taxonomies, just as nature’s
assemblage of forces unsettles his personhood. Another way of phrasing this maneuver is
that William articulates a scientific and political approach that is bottom-up instead of
top-down. Indeed, it was much more likely for Bartram to refer to nature as a ‘vast
system of creation’ than a ‘great chain of being,’ a decision that flattens the hierarchy
inherent to natural history taxonomies. Puc Puggy embodies this destabilization and
invites queer readings because his ecological personhood utilizes non-normative desire as
a productive and pleasurable component of curiosity. As I have already mentioned above,
I argue that his embrace of sensuality and intimacy as an acceptable function/expression
of his curiosity attracts him to Native America, and that attraction then erodes
distinctions between specimens and ecologies. Just as lifelong bachelor William
Bartram’s sexuality is ambiguous in the existing textual evidence, I argue that Puc
Puggy’s sexuality likewise is not clearly heteronormative. Unlike William Byrd II, who
goes out of his way to assert his sexual desire for women, Bartram rarely sexualizes the
women in his narrative, and his few such descriptions are no more laden with sensual
stimulation than his most rhapsodic descriptions of mayflies, flowers, or the Alachua

historians who suggested that species were in transformative relationships with each other, a theory that
troubles the Linnaean model of heteronormative human sexual allegory: “Barton and Bartram developed
an anti-analogical vitalism whose queerness comes from its refusal of the analogical order that posited
that animals were like but not attached to plants, whether this attachment was erotic or not” (69).
Allewaert’s sharp observation reveals that Bartram’s ecological perspective allows him to refute the
heteronormative notion that sexual reproduction always requires heterosexual genital contact, as well as
assert the material reality that reproduction often involves other ecological forces.
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Savannah. Indeed, Puc Puggy’s sexuality is much more pansexual, pansensual, or queer
than heterosexual.
It is possible that botany offered Bartram his initial exposure to possible nonheteronormative pleasures in nature if we consider the broader homoeroticism that was so
prevalent within the world of botanical discourse—what Thomas Hallock has called a
“hypermasculine botanic eros,” “garden homoeroticism,” and “the green language of
male feeling” (711).17 As he and Susan Scott Parish have shown, the correspondences of
men interested in botany consistently references the pleasures of botanical specimens,
illustrations, and exploration, and the language of epistolary communication is often
homoerotic.18 This included letters between John Bartram and Peter Collinson, as well as
between William Bartram and his correspondents like Henry Muhlenberg, such as when
Muhlenberg writes to William, “Hardly a Day passes, but I am in Spirit with You and
wander with You Hand in Hand through Your Garden and on the Banks Schulkil” (qtd in
Hallock 715). Although the pleasure hinted at here need to be specifically homoerotic, it
certainly could be, and the references to walking through a landscape holding hands at
least invites possibilities of non-heteronormative pleasure.
Thus, the field of natural history was saturated with erotic discourse as much as
that discourse was marked by hypermasculine botanic eros. Such a sexualized
environment necessitated men to clearly exert their heteronormativity through marriage,
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See Hallock, “Male Pleasure and the Genders of Eighteenth-Century Botanic Exchange: A Garden Tour,”
in William and Mary Quarterly 62.4 (2005) 697-718.
18 See Parrish’s fourth chapter, “The Nature of Candid Friendship,” in American Curiosity. Parrish describes
the homosocial, at times intimate, language used by many men interested in botany during the
eighteenth century, including William’s father, John Bartram. Her chapter also describes how natural
scientists could encounter questions about their masculinity and sexuality if their enthusiasm for
specimens was perceived to be stronger than their “more natural” interest in women.
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adherence to social expectations, or even by focusing their erotic language on an
intermediary object, such as specimens. However, as I have previously stated, William’s
Puc Puggy resists those expectations in Travels, articulating pleasure through a more
dynamic and fluid subjectivity. While many of his contemporaries used science to
contain the often eroticized environments of nature and natural science, Puc Puggy uses
intimacy and desire to understand and appreciate the natures of all life. Any plant and
animal, as well as its broader ecological system, could be ecologically alluring—
ecologically sexy.
Through his writing, William constructs and embraces queer ecologies where Puc
Puggy hunts flowers, narrowly escapes alligators, observes Creek virgins gathering and
eating strawberries, advocates for the lives of deadly snakes, and shares fraternal bonds
with Native communities. Furthermore, his sensual proximity to nature—his desire to
touch, taste, smell, hear, and merge with it—leads him to recognize and respect the
natures of all living things, opening possibilities that are simultaneously gendered,
sexual, racial, and environmental.

Biographical Context: From Billy to Puc Puggy
There are a few key biographical factors that contributed to Bartram’s unique
perspective, so I will briefly summarize them before shifting to a more detailed textual
analysis of Travels.19 In particular, we shall see that 1) William was encouraged from a
young age to think ecologically and to let nature guide his observations more than any

19

Although other sources are referenced, I am mostly indebted to Thomas P. Slaughter’s The Natures of
John and William Bartram for the biographical information referenced here. Slaughter details the
personal and professional lives of both men and makes observations about the overlaps and differences
of John and William’s perspectives.
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particular scientific or artistic methodology, 2) William often failed to demonstrate the
type of successful, masculine business independence that his father wanted for him to
embody—including marriage, and 3) that William eventually rejected trying to please his
father—at least on his terms—in the important years preceding his historic journey.
William and his twin sister, Elizabeth, were born in 1739. William learned a lot about
botany from his father, but excelled by natural talent and practice at drawing. John
encouraged his drawing and praised his son’s success in letters to friends. In one of these
letters, we perhaps see a seed of William’s distinct perspective developing. John writes to
Peter Collinson, “My son William hath drawn most of our real species of oaks and all our
real species of birches with an exact description of their particular characters, not
according to grammar rule, or science, but nature” (qtd in Slaughter 116, emphasis
added). John encouraged William, or Billy, to draw and paint what he saw—to view the
world as he saw it instead of through any particular analytical framework. As Larry R.
Clarke has shown, William’s Quakerism was also a strong influence on this perspective,
inspiring him to seek the divine light in all of creation.20 William received a much more
robust education than his father, mastering skills such as Latin that elite men sometimes
ridiculed John for lacking. In 1754, at age fifteen, William began studying at the new
Philadelphia Academy, and his education created some divisions between John and his
father. Then, in the spring of 1755, John ended Billy’s academic education, apparently

20

See Larry R. Clarke, “The Quaker Background of William Bartram’s View of Nature.” Clarke reveals that
William was much more devout and influenced by Quakerism than John, whose own spirituality aligned
with deism. Clarke suggests that William’s Quakerism made him more open and objective in his scientific
observations than many of his contemporaries, and that his science likewise made him more appreciative
and celebratory of Native Americans than most Quakers at the time.
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concerned that he needed to focus his attentions on earning a living instead (Slaughter
117-123).
This rupture in William’s life began a series of failed attempts at the type of
practical education and career that John valued. John bought Billy medical books, hoping
that he would consider becoming a surgeon, but Billy could not be persuaded to read
them. Eventually, in 1761 he attempted running a store in North Carolina, but he
struggled and eventually returned home in 1765 to join his father, now Royal Botanist, on
the prestigious appointment from King George III to botanize the new territories gained
by England after the Seven Years War (125-131). Next, Billy tried to prove himself by
starting an indigo plantation in southern Florida on the St. Johns River, about twenty-four
miles south of St. Augustine. Within a year, however, the plantation had failed and
William was dangerously ill (165). Once again, John had to bail out his son.
Some details found in the epistolary correspondence between John and his friends
surrounding the failed venture reveal interesting observations about Billy and advice on
how to help him. Collinson wrote to John at the start of the failed enterprise that it was
extremely important to find Billy a wife:
One thing is not to be omitted, and that is to get him a virtuous industrious wife
such as knows how to share the toils as well as the comforts of a marriage state.
He will not settle rightly to business until this is done for then home will always
be agreeable to him; if this is not done he’ll fall into the snares of a loose unlawful
way of life from whence no good can come but much evil and inconvenience. (qtd
in Slaughter 164)
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Later, when Collinson heard of Billy’s failure, he provided the same advice, writing, “for
William’s unsteady Conduct, nothing but Marrying will settle Him. With a prudent
Discreet Woman, he may return to Florida and amend his conduct” (qtd in Schafer 37).
Clearly, men such as Collinson have noticed that Billy is of marrying age, yet does not
have a wife, but his advice is particularly interesting in how it links conjugal unity and
domesticity with professional success. Marrying will “settle” Billy, making home
pleasurable to him and giving him something to ground his efforts: establishing and
raising a family on the frontier. Indeed, such advice seems to be what John followed
when establishing his first farm. The fact that Billy “needs” a wife in order to better
embody and achieve success—and, by extension, his masculinity—and yet lacks one,
raises questions about his abilities.
The marriage advice from Collinson is even more revealing when read in
conjunction with a letter from Henry Laurens, who visited Billy at his plantation in
August of 1766. The goal of the letter was to inform John of Billy’s plight so that he
would be aware of the desperation of William’s situation and potentially offer his son
assistance. However, Laurens goes a step further by offering a possible explanation for
Billy’s failure:
“Possibly sir, your Son, though a worthy, ingenious man, may not have…that
sort of resolution that is necessary to encounter the difficulties incident to, and
unavoidable in his present state of life. You and I, probably, could surmount all
those hardships…[yet] I should think it less grievous to disinherit my own Son,
and turn him in to the wide world, if he was of a tender and delicate frame of
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body and intellects, as yours seems to be, than to restrict him…in the state that
your son is reduced to.” (qtd in Schafer 35)
As in Collinson’s letters, here Billy’s virility is questioned. Although he is considered
brilliant, talented, and sensitive, he lacks the fortitude and strength of men like his father.
Instead, he is gifted at botany and drawing, which men like John see more as gentlemanly
hobbies to be indulged only during one’s free time. They are not forms of practical,
masculine work. Indeed, John most commonly refers to drawing and botany as Billy’s
“delights” in his letters, or as his “only delight” in the world. To be clear, John’s letters
also indicate that he was very proud of William’s talents and thought that they were
useful to society, but they were useful pleasures—something that a man did during his
free time outside of work in order to enrich himself and his society.
In addition to the perspectives of John and his friends, we have textual evidence
from Billy at this time that reveals a growing awareness, and resentment, of the ways that
his life has been coerced. As Judith Magee shows, Billy writes about this frustration in
his commonplace book: “It is great folly to sacrifice one’s self, one’s time, one’s quiet
(the very life of life itself) to forms, complaisances, and amusements, which do not
inwardly please me, and only please a set of people who regard me no farther than a
musical instrument of their present idleness or vanity” (qtd in Magee 72). I read this
moment of frustration as a critical moment in the development of Puc Puggy. Although
Billy has not yet made his historic journey at this time, he is already embracing thoughts
of breaking with social expectations and searching for self-empowerment. Rejecting his
father’s wishes, Billy wants to embrace his pleasures and regain the “quiet” that he has
surrendered. Recalling Collinson’s letter to John, Billy will not be “settled” in the
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domestic stability of colonial territory, but instead will embrace his pleasures on the
dynamic middle ground of the southeastern frontier.
Indeed, Billy manages to turn his pleasures into a livelihood. Shortly after his
return home to Philadelphia, one of his father’s English correspondents, Dr. John
Fothergill, took an interest in his work. Forthergill was a London physician, Quaker, a
graduate of the University of Edinburgh, a fellow of the Royal Society, and a man with
broad scientific interests. Fothergill would eventually agree to finance William for a twoto-three year journey into the southeastern colonies, collecting rare specimens and
creating drawings that could be sent to him in London—much like John had under the
patronage of Collinson and George III a few years earlier (170-172).
It is also during this period leading up to his journey that William was developing
his unique style of illustration. In fact, seeing William’s drawing at Collinson’s home was
one of the strongest catalysts to their professional relationship. Fothergill requested that
William send him some
drawings of his own, and the
painting pictured above is
one of three that William
sent to him in 1769 (Magee
76). While most natural
history illustrations followed
specific genre expectations

Figure 5: William Bartram. American Lotus, Whitelip Snail, Ruby-Throated
Hummingbird, Black-Root, Arrow Arum, Unidentified Snake, Dragonfly, and
Frog. (1769).

in order to show the most
important morphological features for classification, William insists on showing his
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subjects in relationship to and interacting with each other—not isolated and static in the
convention of taxonomic identification. In short, William chose an ecological orientation
for his drawings instead of a classification one.
Judith Magee ties this stylistic decision to the emergence of two distinct trends
within the natural sciences during the second half of the eighteenth century—the
classifier and the observer. Naturalists such as Buffon rejected Linnaeus’s classification
system as artificial and unscientific, preferring instead to focus on detailed description for
understanding subjects. Magee argues that Bartram belonged to the same observer camp
as Buffon (79). As an observer, William certainly retained his father’s advice to draw
subjects “by nature” instead of by convention, evolving his observational perspective into
an increasingly ecological one during this very transitional moment in his life. 21
I have begun with this biographical information because it reveals some important
details in the transition of Billy to William Bartram, a transition during which Puc Puggy
is produced. John Bartram and his contemporaries saw Billy as a talented, sensitive
young man who had much potential, but they also saw him as soft—more an artist and
thinker than a masculine entrepreneur. However, as we have seen, William eventually
resists the expectations of these men by resolving to embrace his pleasures and regain his
lost quiet. If we recall John’s early praise of Billy for drawing “by nature” instead of by
convention, we can see that William’s pleasures are at the core of his unique perspective.
The destabilization of William’s subjectivity in Travels, manifested through Puc Puggy,
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Christoph Irmscher observes that the “logic of Bartram’s narrative is visual rather than chronological” in
that it provides us with a sequence of scenes in which the landscape unfolds around a human observer,
suggesting that the visual style of Bartram’s illustrations overlaps with his literary structure (40). See The
Poetics of Natural History: From John Bartram to William James.
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allows this “flower hunter” to critique the Anglo-American culture that stigmatized his
pleasures and offer alternative possibilities grounded in queer ecological personhood.

Puc Puggy’s Natures and The Natures of Puc Puggy
Bartram directly establishes the uniqueness of his perspective in his introduction
to Travels. His particular Quakerism is revealed in his assertion, “In every order of
nature, we perceive a variety of qualities distributed amongst individuals, designed for
different purposes and uses, yet it
appears evident, that the great Author
has impartially distributed his favours to
his creatures, so that the attributes of
each one seem to be of sufficient
importance to manifest the divine and
inimitable workmanship” (14-15). Here,
Bartram offers a perspective within
Travels very much aligned with his
father’s approval of his drawing:
everything in material creation has a

Figure 6: Charles Wilson Peale. Portrait of William Bartram.
(1808)

purpose and is equally important because God created it to be so. Bartram therefore taps
into what we might call the liberatory potential of his faith and science by directly
asserting that he will not impose artificial hierarchies on nature to satisfy AngloAmerican conventions. Soon afterwards, Bartram claims that several members of the
“vegetable world” have remarkable properties and, after listing some of these specimens,
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asks, “Shall we analyze these beautiful plants, since they seem cheerfully to invite us?”
(16). Bartram thus frames Travels as embracing an open invitation from nature to those
who are curious. Bartram then launches into lavish descriptions of such specimens,
including how “greatly the flowers of the yellow Sarracenia represent a silken canopy,
the yellow pendant petals are the curtains, and the hollow leaves are not unlike the
cornucopia of Amaltheas horn, what a quantity of water a leaf is capable of containing,
about a pint! taste of it—how cool and animating—limpid as the morning dew” (16).
Two features immediately jump out in this passage: 1) Bartram’s use of
hyperbolic, visual prose that creates pleasurable images of his observations through
language, and 2) his insistence on intimate, sensory—even erotic—physical experience
beyond sight as he handles Sarracenia’s horn-like appendage and tastes the liquid held
within it—an act that is strikingly sexual and potentially homoerotic. Bartram thereby
establishes an important foundation for his text—the relationship between curiosity and
intimate contact with nature that produces pleasure and revelation. Later in his
introduction, Bartram compares nature to art, asserting, “We admire the mechanism of a
watch, and the fabric of a piece of brocade, as being the production of art; these merit our
admiration, and must excite our esteem for the ingenious artist or modifier, but nature is
the work of God omnipotent” (19). By positioning nature as both a source of scientific
investigation and art, Bartram articulates a complicated source of truth. As a work of art,
nature is open to observation by human subjects seeking understanding of truth, as an
object of admiration and inspiration, and a way to access and revere the artist (God).
However, positioning nature as God’s art also demands humility from any viewer-
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scientist—a willingness to observe and respect God’s creation. Drinking from a plant’s
horn-like leaves is thus corporeally and spiritually healthy—or “cool and animating.”
In his introduction to Travels, Bartram thus asserts that he, as Puc Puggy, will
practice a different, more experiential curiosity than most of his contemporaries because
he wishes to emancipate himself from the cultural forces that devalued his pleasures as
impractical, non-masculine, and non-Anglo-American. Now that he is willing to push
back against and complicate these coercive forces, including the expectations of his
father and his circle of scientific colleagues, Bartram will embrace the pleasures of
intimate interaction with creation, destabilizing his cultural identity via nature’s
instruction. By analyzing examples of plant, animal, and Native American (human)
nature, I will demonstrate how Puc Puggy utilizes non-heteronormative desire within his
curiosity to blur distinctions between categories of life that would conventionally be used
to construct Anglo-American taxonomies in the Great Chain of Being. In blurring these
categories, Puc Puggy’s subjectivity becomes similarly amorphous—a queer ecological
personhood.

Plant Nature
William and his father held an uncommon belief for their time: that plants have volition.
William describes plant volition in sensual detail, including the ways that climbing vines
and plants attach themselves: “we see them invariably leaning, extending and like the
fingers of the human hand, reaching to catch hold of what is nearest, just as if they had
eyes to see with” (17). He then describes how, once attached, these climbers will coil
around their anchoring objects to “dilate and contract as occasion or necessity require,
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and thus by yielding to, and humouring the motion of the limbs and twigs…are not so
liable to be torn off by sudden blasts of wind or other assaults” (17). He does stop short,
however, of asserting that plants actually think, writing, “is it sense of instinct that
influences their actions? it must be some impulse; or does the hand of the Almighty act
and perform this work in our sight?” (17). In short, plants do not necessarily think, but
they do act. Furthermore, the causes for motion and action in the plant and animal
systems may be more similar that humans generally apprehend (17-18).
I draw attention to this early breakdown of distinctions in Travels because it is
indicative of Puc Puggy’s ability to interpret nature based more so on observation and
wonder than the rigidity of taxonomic classification—not only at the level of human life,
but also between the lives of plants and animals. In doing so, he blurs those distinctions
and his own as a human subject. These descriptions continue in his actual narrative.
Echoing his description in the introduction of climbers, he writes,
It is really astonishing to behold the Grape-Vines in this place. From their bulk
and strength, one would imagine, they were combined to pull down these mighty
trees, to the earth, when in fact, amongst other good purposes, they serve to
uphold them: they are frequently nine, ten, and twelve inches in diameter, and
twine round the trunks of the trees, climb to their very tops, and then spread along
their limbs, from tree to tree, throughout the forest; the fruit is but small and ill
tasted. (91)
Puc Puggy ascribes volition to the vines. They have motion in that they twine, climb, and
spread. Furthermore, they collaborate, fortifying the trees upon which they grow.
Describing a Laurel Magnolia, Puc Puggy provides extensive morphological details,
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especially about the flowers of the tree. True to form, however, his description
encompasses other sensory details beyond those used for Linnaean classification: “The
pericarpium and berries, possess an agreeable spicy scent, and an aromatic bitter taste”
(90). Although his decision to taste the fruit of these plants fits scientific convention of
the day, it also contributes to Puc Puggy’s delight in the experience of this plant. In a
gesture that somewhat resembles communion and echoes his drinking from the
Sarracenia’s horn-like leaves, Puc Puggy consumes the grapes and berries of these two
plants so that the intimate contact will enhance his understanding of, and connection
within, the local ecology—embracing their contributions to his personhood.
One of Bartram’s most famous botanical discoveries during his expedition was
the Oenothera grandiflora, another plant that Puc Puggy describes with sensual
enthusiasm:
…I was struck with surprise at the appearance of a blooming plant, gilded with
the richest golden yellow: stepping on the shore, I discovered it to be a new
species of the Oenothera…perhaps the most pompous and brilliant herbaceous
plant yet known to exist…the large expanded flowers, that so ornament this plant,
are of a splendid perfect yellow colour; but when they contract again, before they
drop off, the underside of the petals next to the calyx becomes a reddish flesh
colour, inclining to vermillion; the flowers begin to open in the evening, are fully
expanded during the night, and are in their beauty the next morning, but close and
whither before noon….I have measured these flowers above five inches in
diameter, they have an agreeable scent. (330)
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This plant, which Bartram illustrated (below), seems to depict another example of
volition, responding to the intensity of light and heat to open or close its blooms, but the
plant is also “pompous” and
“brilliant.”22 It is ecologically sexy in
that it is showy and arrogant, but also
invites viewers and, by extension,
opportunities for fertilization with the
“many hundred flowers” that a single
plant can present to view and the
“agreeable scent” that it produces”
(330). Furthermore, the plant only
reveals its flowers during the evening
and early morning, inviting admirers
during a time associated with
copulation.

Figure 7: William Bartram. Evening Primrose. (1788).

This description actually shares some characteristics with that of the Ixia
caelestina that William sent to Benjamin Rush in 1767. Bartram wrote of that plant that it
claimed “the preeminence” of its species and “its elegant form of groath with the brilliant
colouring of its Flowers strikes on the imagination delight” so that “one can’t look on it
but with admiration” (Hallock and Hoffman 68). According to Bartram, this plant
influences viewers to admire it, including him. Additionally, it responds to light:

22

According to Joel T. Fry, Bartram’s illustration of the Oenothera grandiflora was likely intended to be
included in Travels, and was used in a few copies, further emphasizing the hold that the plant retained on
him (192).
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The flowers open in the Morning soon after the day breaketh, whose Petals appear
as a transparent Film framed with singular beauty consisting of a number of
longitudinal Fibres, which take their rise from the bottom departing from each
other gradually near the middle, then they divide, thus again to the end, and are so
very minute preventing altogether an appearance of the finest webby membrane,
of so tender and delicate an excellence, they are bruised and ruffled, by the
gentlest breathe of wind, and no sooner then the slightest glance of the Sunbeams
pass over them then they disappear…. (68)
Like the Oenothera grandiflora, the Ixia caelestina is a sensitive plant, reacting to light
and wind. Other flattering observations
such as its “singular beauty” and “finest
webby membrane” of “tender and delicate
an excellence” add to the sensual allure of
the plant. Even Bartram’s illustration of
the Ixia (right), beyond its taxonomic
features, depicts this delicacy that was so
alluring and fascinating.
Both plants are showy, inviting,
sensitive, and unique, and we can infer
from both descriptions that William gave

Figure 8: William Bartram. Ixia caelestina. (Undated)

into their invitations to touch, smell, and otherwise intimately investigate them. In
addition to the observations that suggest the possibility of volition in these plants,
Bartram uses their anthropomorphic characteristics, behaviors, and alluring ecological
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sexiness to erode distinctions between plants and other supposedly “higher” forms of life.
Puc Puggy enjoys the pleasures of these plants and then attempts to communicate them
through his writing and illustrations.

Animal Nature
Although Bartram was most thoroughly trained in botany, his descriptions of
animal life in Travels are among his most detailed. Just as he does with plants, in the
introduction Bartram challenges assumptions by other scientists that animals are lower
forms of life compared to humans:
I am sensible that the general opinion of philosophers, had distinguished the
moral system of the brute creation from that of mankind, by an epithet which
implies a mere mechanical impulse, which leads and impels them to necessary
action without any premeditated design or contrivance, this we term instinct
which faculty we suppose to be inferior to reason in man. (19)
Bartram challenges this assumption by claiming that animal behavior frequently seems
similar to human behavior, including filial attachments. To support his claim, he recalls
an event while traveling through Florida when his hired Seminole hunter killed a mother
bear and her cub. The hunter kills the mother first, after which the cub “approached the
dead body, smelled, pawed it, and appearing in agony, fell to weeping and looking
upwards, then towards us, and cried out like a child” (20). Bartram recalls that the
unexpected pain of the cub “affected me very sensibly, I was moved with compassion,
and charging myself as if accessory to what now appeared to be a cruel murder, and
endeavoured to prevail on the hunter to save its life, but to no effect!” (20). Naturally, we
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must wonder to what extent Bartram may be exaggerating or anthropomorphizing the
scene. However, as with many of his descriptions, Bartram consistently records his
impressions of what he observes, and in this scene his observations led him to conclude
that the bear cub is, at the very least, capable of thoughts and emotions similar to those
considered unique to human nature. Almost as if he anticipates such a question, Bartram
then furthers his case for more objective observation by explaining that he was unable to
persuade the hunter to spare the cub because “by habit he had become insensible to
compassion towards the brute creation” (20). The hunter, like many of his fellow
scientists, has become “insensible” to nonhuman nature. Their sterile objective distance
and search for natural evidence of difference blinds them to information that can only be
gained through immersive, lived experience in nature. He asserts, “If we bestow but a
very little attention to the economy of the animal creation, we shall find manifest
examples of premeditation, perseverance, resolution, and consummate artifice, in order to
effect their purpose” (21).
During an early phase of his journey, Puc Puggy makes one of the most
fascinating observations in Travels when he encounters swarms of flying insects that he
calls Ephemera, which are actually mayflies. After describing the life cycle of the
mayfly—an insect that hatches underwater, develops from larvae to nymph, then finally
rises to the surface and takes flight—Puc Puggy offers a vivid, fantastic description of
their flight:
How awful the procession! innumerable millions of winged beings, voluntarily
verging on to destruction, to the brink of the grave, where they behold bands of
their enemies with wide open jaws, ready to receive them. But as if insensible to
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their danger, gay and tranquil each meets his beloved mate, in the still air,
inimitably bedecked in their new nuptial robes. What eye can trace them, in their
varied wanton amorous chaces, bounding and fluttering on the odoriferous air?
with what peace, love and joy, do they end the last moments of their existence?
(87)
In essence, Puc Puggy describes an insect orgy, sanitized somewhat by referencing the
“nuptial robes” of the insect mates. The mayflies have sex as quickly as they can with
any mate that they can, propelled largely by the threat of consumption by a variety of
predators. Like the Oenothera grandiflora, the ephemera are ecologically sexy—their
hyper-sexuality made all the more alluring and stimulating by the extreme risks that
characterize their sexual behavior. Puc Puggy’s observation even takes on a voyeuristic
tone. He claims to watch from a location “happily situated, under the protecting shade of
majestic Live Oaks, glorious Magnolias and the fragrant Orange, open to view of the
great river, and still waters of the lagoon just before us” (87). He and his companions
watch from a safe, pleasant location, removed from the turmoil of insect sex and animal
feasting. Additionally, those plants add their own forces to the scene—shading Puc
Puggy with their leaves and providing the olfactory pleasure of “fragrant Orange.” As his
description of the swarming insects continues, however, we see that even the turmoil
contributes to the ecological pleasures of the scene, escalating Puc Puggy’s description to
an explosive vision of sex, hunger, pursuit, and evasion: “the tumult is great indeed, and
the surface of the water along shore is broken into bubbles, or spritied into the air, by the
contending aquatic tribes, and such is the avidity of the fish and frogs, that they spring
into the air, after this delicious prey” (87).
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While I do not mean to suggest that Puc Puggy watches the scene of sex and prey
in a way that necessarily gives him physical sexual satisfaction, I do read his erotic prose
as indicative of an imagination and personhood that has been stimulated in ways that
produce pleasure—of experience and revelation. Describing these insects as having
bodies “equally wonderful, more delicate, and perhaps as complicated as that of the most
perfect human being,” Puc Puggy asserts that their lives, particularly the fly state, are
worth “a few moments contemplation” (88). He continues, “if we consider the very short
period, of that stage of existence, which we may reasonably suppose, to be the only space
of their life that admits of pleasure and enjoyment, what a lesson doth it not afford us of
the vanity of our own pursuits” (88). Here, as in many other parts of Travels, the primary
lesson that Puc Puggy produces from an overwhelming experience in nature is knowledge
about natural pleasures. By comparison, the arrogance, greed, and ambition of white men
are rendered vain and constricting pursuits. He is only able to arrive at this lesson,
however, through the experience of watching this lived scene and reflecting on it. That is,
the pleasure of experiencing this ecologically sensual scene produces the consequent
pleasure of reflective revelation. He observes the mayflies in action (literally and
metaphorically), and only by witnessing their actions within their natural habitat does he
gain a sense of how fleeting their existence, including its “pleasure and enjoyment,” is.
By extension, his own pleasure experienced during the scene is likewise fleeting,
although writing about it perhaps allows him to partially relive the experience, and
certainly sustains the pleasure of reflective knowledge-production.
However, Puc Puggy is not always able to experience such desperate events from
voyeuristic safety, and in those non-voyeuristic scenes his above claim that the
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ephemera’s bodies are “equally wonderful, more delicate, and perhaps as complicated as
that of the most perfect human being” are most powerfully felt. Indeed, as we shall see,
the distinction between mayfly and human nature blurs to such an extent in the following
scenes that Puc Puggy takes the position of a mayfly within nature’s frightening cycle of
consumption and reproduction. One of the best known of these scenes is his story of
fighting off alligators while exploring a lagoon in Florida. He begins with an intimidating
description to communicate the danger: “Behold him rushing forth from the flags and
reeds. His enormous body swells. His plaited tail brandished high, floats upon the lake.
The waters like a cataract descend from his opening jaws. Clouds of smoke issue from his
dilated nostrils. The earth trembles with his thunder” (114). Immediately after watching
this alligator fight off a challenger, Puc Puggy finds himself also under attack, as if he too
is a rival, with several alligators assaulting his canoe: “I was attacked on all sides, several
endeavoring to overset my canoe. My situation now became precarious to the last degree:
two very large ones attacked me closely, at the same instant, rushing up with their heads
and part of their bodies above the water, roaring terribly and belching floods of water
over me” (115). Puc Puggy manages to fight off the assailants with his paddle, and
escapes to shore.
Once again, Puc Puggy’s language is rather rhapsodic, communicating a sensory
overload of terror and awe. The alligators make the earth tremble, breathe smoke,
collectively attack within chilling proximity, and drench Puc Puggy with floods of water.
The sense of awe that these descriptions create is, like with the mayflies, unexpectedly
pleasurable and thrilling. Puc Puggy is under the precarious power of the alligators up to
the “last degree,” at which point he barely escapes by desperately hitting his assailants
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with a paddle. As the danger escalates, we see Puc Puggy shift from possible rival to
intended prey fending off consumption, just like the mayflies. In addition to the reading
pleasures created by Bartram’s style—the language and the execution of tension in the
scene—there seems to be a pleasure experienced by the author. Under nature’s power,
taken so close to the point of consumption, Puc Puggy describes what surely must have
been a terrifying ordeal at the time with reflective reverence. By experiencing the same
fear as the mayflies within nature’s cycle of consumption and reproduction, Puc Puggy
learns more about the shared vulnerability of all living things. Furthermore, as Nancy
Hoffmann has shown, there were other men traveling with the historical Bartram when
the alligators attacked, but he chose to edit them out of Travels and make the tale a
solitary experience (“William Bartram’s Draft” 283). This decision supports my reading
because it increases the intensity and intimacy—and therefore the pleasure—of the
experience in Travels, one that is experienced solitarily by Puc Puggy instead of the
historical William Bartram.
The experience continues, however, and as night draws near, he is forced to return
to his boat if he wants to reach his camp. Although the alligators form a line across the
entrance to the lagoon, they do not pursue him. He does face one more, however, that
attempts to grab his feet as he pulls his boat onto the shore. Here, Puc Puggy seems to go
against his own nature, for he decides to kill the alligator even after it no longer seems to
pose a threat, writing,
I resolved that he should pay for his temerity, and having a heavy load in my
fusee, I ran to my camp, and returning with my piece, found him with his foot on
the gunwale of the boat, in search of fish, on my coming up he withdrew sullenly
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and slowly into the water, but soon returned to his former position, looking at me
and seeming neither fearful or any way disturbed. I soon dispatched him by
lodging the contents of my gun in his head. (116)
In this passage, Puc Puggy seems to embody a frontier or even Native American
masculinity that John Bartram, Laurens, and Collinson have previously suggested
William does not possess. Again, he barely escapes domination and consumption, but
follows this escape with a decisive show of his own domination over this creature—a
return to the rival or challenger position from that of potential prey. This is another
species-blurring moment, as Puc Puggy becomes more like the alligator’s reptilian rival
and the alligator more like a human foe—no clear taxonomic hierarchy exists.
Further eroding the distinctions between human and animal nature, the language
of this particular passage is sexually provocative, bordering on sexual assault, as Puc
Puggy fetches his “piece” and fires its “heavy load” into his challenger’s head.
Civilization seems to grant Puc Puggy an otherwise unobtainable advantage here via his
gun, and thus he regains or increases his resolution (recalling Lauren’s letter to John)
once he reaches his camp. Unlike the alligator, however, Puc Puggy does not mark his
victory by taking in, or ingesting, his rival; instead, he forces the contents of his piece, an
extension of himself, into the alligator’s head. The scene further elucidates the queer
ecological personhood of Puc Puggy in that his personhood shifts between curious
human, possible rival, and potential prey, yet the notably sexual nature of the experience
is likewise decidedly non-heteronormative. Puc Puggy avoids consumption by fending
off his attackers with phallic tools, a paddle and a gun, leaves his load in his adversary’s
head as punishment that, again, reads like sexual assault, but then neither consumes the
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rival nor reproduces like the franticly sexual mayflies. If anything is (re)produced in this
exchange, however, it is Puc Puggy’s amorphous, mercurial queer ecological personhood.
Unable to literally produce offspring (much like same-sex sex), this characteristic seems
to become incorporated in Puc Puggy’s personhood. The masculinity advocated by his
father and his colleagues, though seemingly obtained here, still is not “settled” (recalling
Collinson’s letters to John) into the domestic pleasure that they desire for William. Puc
Puggy’s pleasures remain unsettled.
The feeling of triumph is short-lived, however, as he soon realizes while cleaning
fish that another alligator has crept up behind him, coincidentally threatening him with
consumption at a moment when he, too, prepares prey for consumption, and within sight
of his deceased rival. Recognizing that he could have been dragged into the water if he
had noticed any later, Puc Puggy remains aware of his own vulnerability and moves
further inland to his camp. Although it is unusual for Puc Puggy (and William Bartram)
to harm another living creature, it is clear here that Puc Puggy feels the alligator he kills
is a threat. Humbled by his vulnerability, he takes no chances, but the threat—and his
vulnerability—remain. His personhood could shift again within this cycle of consumption
and reproduction at any moment. Indeed, that realization seems to have lasted for
Bartram’s entire life, for he recorded that he was still awakened by nightmares about the
alligators in Florida long after returning to Philadelphia.
Still, this experience is immediately followed by another scene of carnage
remarkably similar to the mayflies. Hearing a terrible noise at dusk, he follows the sounds
to a narrow pass of the St. Juans River into a small lake, which has suddenly become
filled with different types of fish trying to return down the river. However, this terrifying
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scene of alligators feasting on helpless fish creates a moment of tranquility for Puc
Puggy: “After this sight, shocking and tremendous as it was, I found myself somewhat

Figure 9: William Bartram. American Alligator. (1774/75)

easier and more reconciled to my situation, being convinced that [the alligators’]
extraordinary assemblage here, was owing to this annual feast of fish, and that they were
so well employed in their own element, that I had little occasion to fear their paying me a
visit” (118). Although Puc Puggy has gained a possible explanation for his altercation
with the alligators, he knows that the fate of the fish still could have easily been his own.
Aside from killing one alligator, his identity here is remarkably closer to the fish and
mayflies, yet this tension teaches him the equalizing vulnerability of all life. Similarly to
the mayfly scene, here Puc Puggy can reflect on his experiential pleasures with the
alligators and produces the consequent pleasure of reflective revelation. It is perhaps this
revelatory pleasure that allowed Bartram to produce this rather fanciful, even
appreciative, illustration of feasting alligators (above) during his journey.
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A second potent example of Puc Puggy experiencing mortal danger posed by an
animal involves a much smaller reptile: the rattlesnake. It is worth mentioning that both
John and William Bartram were extremely protective and defensive of snakes, a position
uncommon for their time.23 Many settlers believed that snakes needed to be eradicated,
particularly venomous ones, in order to better dominate and improve the landscape.
However, Puc Puggy defended the lives of snakes in Travels. During one such moment,
he is surprised by rattlesnake while walking to a spring for water: “…my hasty footsteps
were suddenly stopped by the sight of a hideous serpent, the formidable rattlesnake, in a
high spiral coil, forming a circular mound half the height of my knees, within six inches
of the narrow path” (225). Recovering from the shock, Puc Puggy retreats far enough to
be out of danger and still view the snake, observing that it remained still and quiet and
seemed neither surprised nor disturbed. He writes,
My imagination and spirits were in a tumult, almost equally divided betwixt
thanksgiving to the Supreme Creator and preserver, and the dignified nature of the
generous though terrible creature, who had suffered us all to pass many times by
him during the night, without injuring us in the least, although we must have
touched him, or our steps guided therefrom by a supreme guardian spirit…. (225).
Puc Puggy leaves and shares his revelation with his companions, who likewise are both
terrified and grateful. Only one companion wishes to kill the rattlesnake, but he is
persuaded to let the serpent pass unharmed.
Puc Puggy’s reaction to the snake further reveals his ecological personhood in
Travels. While he wonders if God has intervened to protect him and his companions, he
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Thomas Slaughter dedicates an entire chapter to this topic. See The Natures of John and William
Bartram, chapter six.
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also recognizes that the rattlesnake is part of God’s creation. As such, it is worthy of
respect and the opportunity to continue its intended role in nature. It is certainly deadly,
but understanding and respecting the snake’s nature allows Puc Puggy to see himself in
ecological relationship with the
serpent. Likewise, Puc Puggy’s
language seems to suggest that the
snake shared with him an
intimate, instinctual understanding
that there was no threat or need
for violence. Again, however, the
threat is always present. An
unexpected bite can easily occur

Figure 10: William Bartram. Rattler Tail. (Undated)

in the future, and only by continuing to be respectful and watchful can humans avoid a
potentially fatal strike.
A more peculiar event involving a rattlesnake occurs in Travels that is similar to
Puc Puggy’s killing of the alligator. He writes that he was in an apartment created for him
in the council house of a Seminole village “drawing some curious flowers” when he was
distracted by a group of Seminoles that had gathered outside (220). His interpreter reveals
that there is a large rattlesnake in the village and the Seminoles were calling for Puc
Puggy to “kill him or take him out of their camp” (220).24 At first, Puc Puggy responds
with irritation, asking his interpreter to let them know that he was “engaged in business
that required application and quiet” (220). Eventually, however, the Seminoles convince
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According to the text, the Seminoles literally called for Bartram by his Seminole nickname in this scene.
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him, arguing that “none of them had the freedom or courage to expel him; and
understanding that it was my pleasure to collect all their animals and other natural
productions of their land, desired that I would with them and take him away” (220). Puc
Puggy follows them until they see “the dreaded and revered serpent” leisurely slithering
through the camp, “visiting the fire places from one to another, picking up fragments of
their provisions and licking their platters (220).
The Seminole men gather around Puc Puggy and, after “exciting” him to remove
the snake, he approaches the snake with a “lightwood knot.” The snake, recognizing the
threat, coils into a defensive position, after which Puc Puggy kills him:
I cast my missile weapon at him, which luckily taking his head, dispatched him
instantly, and laid him trembling at my feet. I took out my knife, severed his head
from his body, then turning about, the Indians complimented me with every
demonstration of satisfaction and approbation for my heroism, and friendship for
them. I carried off the head of the serpent bleeding in my hand as a trophy of
victory; and taking out the mortal fangs, deposited them carefully amongst my
collections. (221)
Several elements of this event are worthy of analysis. First, as with the alligator scene,
pleasure seems to be an important component. The scene begins with Puc Puggy taking
pleasure in his curiosity—“drawing some curious flowers”—and only progresses after the
Seminoles frame their desire as compatible with Puc Puggy’s “pleasure to collect all their
animals and other natural productions of their land.” Although Puc Puggy does not enjoy
killing animals, including snakes, collecting and drawing specimens—like snakes—gives
him pleasure. The pleasure of collecting interrupts the pleasure of drawing, and the
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collected head could at some point become a new drawing, like the rattlesnake (left) and
cottonmouth (right) below that Bartram drew during his journey.

Figure 11: William Bartram. Cottonmouth. (1774), Right

Second, but connected to the first, this reptilian slaughter contains moments of
sexually provocative language comparable to the alligator killing. Puc Puggy kills the
snake (an animal with a phallic shape and associations) with a “missile weapon,” striking
it in the head—just like the “heavy load” in the head of the alligator. This time he
removes the head, which he keeps as a trophy, as well as the fangs, the source of the
rattlesnake’s power. As with the alligator, Puc Puggy dominates a potent symbol of
wilderness danger and exemplifies masculinity that William was thought to lack.
However, as with the previous rattlesnake by the spring, the reptile does not pose a threat
until it is given a reason to defend itself—unlike the aggressive alligator. Puc Puggy may
be in danger of receiving a lethal strike, but not of being consumed, at least not by the
rattlesnake. Instead, he is “excited” into killing the snake by the Seminole men, so the
execution and collection of the rattlesnake is cast as part of an affective, intense same-sex
experience. This similarity therefore leads me to my final category that Puc Puggy blurs.
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Native American/Human Nature
Just as Puc Puggy breaks down distinctions between plants, animals, and humans,
he also blurs the lines between groups of people like Anglo-Americans and Native
Americans—often through erotic intimacy.25 The rattlesnake episode above, for example,
is laden with strong fraternal affection. A group of young Seminole men are the ones who
are able to convince Puc Puggy to leave his work; once they arrive, the men gathered
around and began “exciting me to remove [the snake],” then congratulate him after he
decapitates it. After depositing the fangs in his collection, three young Seminoles
“singing arm in arm” come up to him and claim that they want to “scratch” him. When he
demands an explanation, they respond that he is “too heroic and violent, that it would be
good for me to lose some of my blood to make me more mild and tame” (221). 26 One of
the three Seminoles has sworn friendship and protection to Puc Puggy in the past, and
when his companions try to restrain him, this friend pushes them away and says that they
shall not insult Puc Puggy. They then change their behavior: “they all whooped a chorus,
took me friendly by the hand, clapped me on the shoulder, and laid their hands on their
breasts in token of sincere friendship, and laughing aloud, said I was a sincere friend to
the Seminoles” (221).27 They then join arms again and depart, proclaiming that Puc
Puggy is their friend.

25

A great deal of fine scholarship examines William Bartram’s analysis of, and advocacy for, Native
Americans in Travels and other published, as well as unpublished, writing. See Mathew Jennings, The
Flower Hunter and the People: William Bartram and the Native American Southeast; Gregory A. Waselkov
and Kathryn E. Holland Braund, eds., William Bartram on the Southeastern Indians; Craig T. Sheldon, Jr,
“Where Bartram Sat: Historic Creek Indian Architecture in the Eighteenth Century;” Mark Williams, “E.G.
Squier’s Manuscript Copy of William Bartram’s Observations on the Creek and Cherokee Indians,” and
Christopher Camuto, “Bartram’s Journey to the Cherokee.”
26 Ironically, this perspective of Puc Puggy’s masculinity and vigor is contrary to the one held of William’s
by John Bartram and his friends.
27 It is worth recalling that Ahaya had already proclaimed Bartram a friend of the Seminoles under his
protection when he christened him Puc Puggy earlier in the narrative.
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We also learn that this “scratching” attempt has apparently been a prank, but even
the “farce” is significant because it is an act that further establishes affective ties between
Puc Puggy and the Seminole men. Recalling how Anglo-American men bonded through
a hypermasculine botanical eros, here we see a hypermasculine Native American eros
that is grounded more in the dispatching of an enemy or threat, yet still aligned with
Bartram’s pleasures of natural history—and Puc Puggy clearly takes pleasure in this
experience of same-sex affection. Puc Puggy is therefore situated at an intersection of
two different, yet similarly hypermasculine and homoerotic, fraternities. Furthermore,
these Seminoles depart on “an expedition against their enemy” two days later, which
invites further analysis of the “scratching” incident. Many Native American cultures in
the southeast would conduct rituals before going to war, one of which was frequently
abstinence, since sex was thought to reduce or weaken a warrior’s vigor or energy that
would be needed in battle. Yet, two days prior to their departure, young Seminole men
pretend that they are going to reduce the violence and heroism of Puc Puggy by
“scratching” him. Blood and semen are bodily fluids that hold power. Indeed, Puc
Puggy’s seems to be as powerful as a rattlesnake or alligator, and these Seminole men
pretend to want some of it, perhaps to strengthen themselves or weaken Puc Puggy—a
peculiarly homoerotic prank that binds them closer together. Both the focus on animal
nature, including instinct, and the pleasures they generate help Puc Puggy to better erode
the lines between animals and people. Yet, as we see in the incident of Puc Puggy killing
the rattlesnake, animal nature also offers opportunities for people, particularly men, to
bond with each other as well.
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By blurring the lines between Anglo-Americans and Native Americans, Puc
Puggy naturally blurs his own subjectivity. Anticipating the likelihood that many readers
will claim he is biased in favor of Natives reveals his awareness and acceptance of this
risk. However, for my reading, it is significant that William arrives at this very unifying
position soon after being dubbed Puc Puggy.
This is a moment of particularly clear cultural
crossover in the text. William takes part in
Seminole culture, acquires a new name to
further highlight his increasingly hybrid,
ecological, even queer identity, and observes
how these Seminoles have likewise adapted
elements of white culture. Ahaya’s people raise
livestock such as cows, and Puc Puggy
observes that they have been influenced by
Figure 12: William Bartram. Long Warrior. (1791)

Spanish culture: “Their religious and civil

usages manifest a predilection for the Spanish customs. There are several Christians
among them, many of whom wear little silver crucifixes around their necks, or suspended
by a small chain upon their breast” (166). He continues by revealing that many are even
baptized, and most of them speak and understand Spanish, yet are the bitter enemies of
the Spanish (166). In this singular scene, we are given a peek into cultural hybridity
amongst Natives and whites on the frontier: these Seminoles have adapted elements of
both English and Spanish culture, the Spanish have traded with and proselytized amongst
the Seminoles before being forced out in the aftermath of the Seven Years Wars, and
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Anglo-Americans like Bartram are being altered by Seminoles and the landscape. 28 Such
hybridity was even captured by Bartram in his drawing of the Long Warrior (left),
depicted with a weapon obviously imported through trade with English or European
agents.
Amongst the Cherokee, Puc Puggy describes one of the most voyeuristic scenes
of Travels. He observes a “most enchanting view” as he and his companions make their
way back to town:
…a vast expanse of green meadows and strawberry fields; a meandering river
gliding through, saluting in its various turnings the swelling, green, turfy knolls,
embellished with parterres of flowers and fruitful strawberry beds; flocks of
turkies strolling about them; herds of deer prancing in the meads or bounding over
the hills; companies of young, innocent Cherokee virgins, some busy gathering
the rich fragrant fruit, others having already filled their baskets, lay reclined under
the shade of floriferous and fragrant native bowers of Magnolia, Azalea,
Philadelphus, perfumed Calycanthus, sweet Yellow Jessamine and cerulean
Clycine frutescens, disclosing their beauties to the fluttering breeze and bathing
their limbs in the cool fleeting springs; whilst other parties more gay and libertine,
were yet collecting strawberries, or wantonly chasing their companions,
tantalising them, staining their lips with the rich fruit. (291)
This scene is one of the most openly sensual, erotic, and rhapsodic in Travels. It would be
easy to reduce the scene to heterosexual colonial desire for exotic Native American

28

Bartram consistently consumed Native American food and drink, as well as tobacco, and these
moments of consumption offer additional examples of how Native America materially affects Puc Puggy’s
personhood. Kathryn E. Holland Braund discusses this aspect of Bartram’s narrative at length in “William
Bartram’s Gustatory Tour.”
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women, and such descriptions were common enough in the writing of eighteenth-century
white men—like William Byrd II—to warrant such a reading. However, such a reading
of this passage overlooks the other details. Although these Cherokee virgins are
prominent, the lines dedicated to them equate to only about half of the total lines
describing the scene. Equal space is given to the other ecological features of the
landscape: turkeys, deer, a river, strawberries, green hills, a fluttering breeze, and
numerous plants. Those features are also in action. The river meanders and glides, the
hills are swelling, the flowers and strawberries embellish, turkeys stroll, deer prance and
bound, the breeze flutters, and several plants perfume the air.
In short, the entire scene is erotically charged—it is ecologically sexy. Indeed,
much like the ephemera scene discussed earlier, it is the entire scene, collectively, that
creates the erotic ecstasy of the passage. This is significant precisely for the reasons
covered in this study. By describing an erotic ecology, the individual components become
individually and collectively provocative—regardless of species or classification system.
Distinctions are blurred, creating an image of pansensual equality. Furthermore, the
Cherokee virgins would not be as alluring if they were not so intimately interwoven with
the rest of the landscape. Even the Cherokee virgins alone invite further scrutiny,
however. For example, Puc Puggy does not specify their gender(s). If they are all women,
then the libertine scenes of chasing, tantalizing, and lip-staining is a queer one of samesex erotic play. If they are different genders, the scene still suggests and even affirms
fornication. Either way, Puc Puggy’s description does not cast the scene as perverse or
degenerate. Indeed, the natural, erotic scene naturalizes their conduct, as well as the
notion of an erotic nature space.
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Puc Puggy continues his description by writing, “The sylvan scene of primitive
innocence was enchanting, and perhaps too enticing for hearty young men long to
continue idle spectators” (291). As they attempt to move closer to the Cherokee virgins
without being seen “to have a more active part in their delicious sports,” Puc Puggy
writes,
Now, although we meant no other than an innocent frolic with this gay assembly
of hamadryades, we shall leave it to the person of feeling and sensibility to form
an idea to what lengths our passions might have hurried us, thus warm and
excited, had it not been for the vigilance of some envious matrons who lay in
ambush, and espying us, gave the alarm, time enough for the nymphs to rally and
assemble together. (291).
A chase follows—the matrons chasing Puc Puggy’s group while it chases the
virgins—but eventually all of the parties involved converse and the Cherokee virgins
“presented their little baskets, merrily telling us that their fruit was ripe and sound” (292).
While there certainly seems to be plenty of innuendo embedded in the baskets of ripe,
sound fruit and the virgins, the material reality is that Puc Puggy’s and his party’s
pleasure ultimately comes from the strawberries that they eat and their immersion into
this erotic ecology. Here, “nature prevailing over reason,” natural and instinctual
relationships, including erotic connections, flourish easily.
Scenes such as the eroticized ecology of the Cherokee virgins picking
strawberries bring together the collective intentions of Puc Puggy in Travels: to break
down the barriers between species—including plants, animals, and humans—that are
being increasingly created by white civilization in order to firmly justify white
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civilization’s place at the top of the
great chain of being. This includes
white civilization’s racist, sexist,
heteronormative, and environmentally
destructive elements. Likewise,
illustrations like the one below
integrated human, animal and
botanical elements in relation to each
other within the same image. Thus,
Bartram utilizes Puc Puggy, a fictional
extension of himself with a queer

Figure 13: William Bartram. Bandana of the Everglades or
Golden Canna, Stone Pipe-Bowl, Gastropod, Insect. (1776)

ecological personhood, to merge and traverse the queer ecologies of Travels. Puc Puggy’s
subjectivity is never entirely clear in Travels; he resists easy classifications, as do many
of the other ecological subjects with which he so intimately interacts or sensually
describes. Resisting the rigidity of classifications and the distancing act that it requires
allows Bartram-as-Puc Puggy to become closer to God by observing all of nature, from
the specific morphological features of a flower to the larger ecological system with which
it interacts. In doing so, he denaturalizes and challenges the power operations of
taxonomic classification in favor of cultivating more egalitarian relations and pleasures.
Led by his restless spirit of curiosity, Puc Puggy desires and embraces the
interpenetrating forces of the southeastern frontier that change and blur the distinctions of
his subjectivity. Unlike William Byrd II, who consistently attempts to reassert the lines of
his English subjectivity in The History, William Bartram resists such coercive forces in
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Travels, and act signaled by the emergence of Puc Puggy. Indeed, the nature of Puc
Puggy is surprisingly sensual, often relishing experiences in nature with rapturous and
sometimes erotic enthusiasm. All of the
conventional failures of Bartram’s life
leading up to Travels—his
questionable masculinity, professional
failures, bachelorhood, sensitivity,
delight in botany and drawing, unique
spirituality, and objective scientific
vision—align into a queer ecological
personhood that celebrates its own
fluidity and the nonheteronormative
pleasures of nature. The spirit of Puc
Puggy is thus the same “restless spirit

Figure 14: William Bartram. American Lotus or Water
Chinquapin, Venus Flytrap, Great Blue Herron. (1767)

of curiosity” that guided Bartram’s rapturous enlightenment—if only we would let it
move us.
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“Why not act the man?”: Charles Willson Peale, Republican Manhood, and the
Queer Ventriloquism of Raphaelle Peale
One famous beneficiary of William Bartram’s specimen collecting and natural
history knowledge was Charles Willson Peale. Peale established the first public museum
in America and the first of its kind in the world. It was open to the entire public,
regardless of class, gender, or race, so long as visitors could pay the twenty-five cents
entry fee. In his museum, Peale combined his two primary passions: art and natural
history science. William Bartram was one of many supporters who donated specimens to
Peale’s Philadelphia Museum and corresponded with him about natural history. In fact,
Peale painted the only known extant portrait of William Bartram, which he eventually
included among the other portraits of notable men whom he admired in his museum. 29
Peale, like Bartram, was dedicated to the study of nature and believed it revealed a
natural virtue that could be instructive to humans if only they took the time see it. Indeed,
with his museum Peale attempted to democratize natural virtue through public education
in natural history. However, Peale’s perception of nature was grounded deeply in
enlightenment era notions of universal order and harmony. For Peale, the book of nature
revealed a great chain of being and the harmonious order and regularity created by God.
In the previous chapter, I aligned Bartram with the supporters of Rousseau who preferred
observation over classification in the study of natural history. While Peale was likewise
an ardent follower of Rousseau’s philosophy, he was also a strict follower of Linnaeus
and his system of classification because it appealed to his desire for order.

29

According to John Wilmerding, Charles Willson Peale also included a figure of William Bartram in his
famous painting The Exhumation of the Mastodon, which included figures of several individuals who were
not actually present for the event—members of the Peale family, as well as celebrated men of natural
history such as Alexander Wilson. However, I have found no other analysis of the painting that makes this
claim, and Wilmerding does not indicate specifically which figure in the painting is meant to be Bartram.
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This distinction forms the foundation for this chapter because it provides an
important opening into the differing perspectives of Charles Willson Peale and his eldest
son, Raphaelle. Raphaelle was easily the most disappointing son to his father. His life
was troubled by professional failures, a turbulent domestic life, and chronic illness that
included gout, alcoholism, and likely lead poisoning. While his father represented the
embodiment of enlightenment ideology and public republican manhood, Raphaelle
frequently resisted those aspirations. Charles Willson saw himself as a social reformer for
Philadelphia and the new republic, and he consistently tried to reform his eldest son. In
two separate letters written by him to Raphaelle in 1817 and 1818, he urges his son to
“act the man,” which he elaborates to mean taking control of his actions, conducting his
life by reason and common sense. According to his father, all of Raphaelle’s suffering is
his own fault, resulting from an unwillingness to simply choose better actions—a failure
to exercise his rational powers.
I argue in this chapter that Charles Willson’s request that his son “act the man”
implored more than that he simply exercise control of his impulses because Peale’s
enlightenment understanding of virtuous living included several intersecting ideas about
nature, public republican manhood, heteronormative domestic life, class, whiteness, and
bodily and mental pleasure. Indeed, the elder Peale believed that work, perseverance, the
study of nature, and heteronormative marriage were essential for taming and utilizing for
public service the energies of young men. Without these regulatory elements, men would
become idle and overindulge in personal, private pleasures that would prevent them from
contributing to the continuous work necessary to eventually perfect a republican nation.
However, neither natural history, art, nor marriage regulated Raphaelle’s appetites in his
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personal life or art to the degree that his father expected. Here we can identify the queer
implications of Raphaelle’s resistance to his father’s ideology. Like my argument about
William Bartram’s Puc Puggy, I suggest that Raphaelle’s personal life and art participate
in a spectrum of non-heteronormative pleasure in the early republic—in this case the
pleasures yielded by a fractured identity.
Raphaelle fractures and denies us access to his identity in several ways that will
be discussed in this chapter, including his association with Philadelphia’s working class,
his painting style, and his multiple methods of withholding full access to his identity—a
fracturing that he achieves through a practice that I call queer ventriloquism. It is
important to note that, generally, Raphaelle was considered an odd person. As we shall
see, he had a tendency to indulge childish forms of play even as an adult, was an
accomplished ventriloquist, and eventually chose still life as his primary genre of
painting. At the time, still life was considered the lowest form of painting, while
portraiture was the most esteemed and lucrative genre. Additionally, as Alexander
Nemerov notes, Raphaelle’s paintings are unusual even for the genre because they are
unusually sensuous and their subjects are placed closer to the viewer than most still life. 30
The effects of these choices are that his paintings caused viewers to linger their gaze on
the various objects in the painting, as well as greater difficulty in viewing the macro, full
scene of the painting. I argue that these decisions and their effects represent a queer
artistic ventriloquism. Raphaelle creates a sensuous viewing experience between painter,
painting, and audience, but his methods disrupt easy cohesion of the work and clear
access to the painter. I will bolster the latter claim through analysis of his deception

30

Nemerov’s argument will be explored in more depth later in the chapter.
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paintings, which likewise participate in a kind of ventriloquist play that fractures
Raphaelle’s identity and withholds access to the artist.
Additionally, Raphaelle’s literal interactions with, and sometimes lengthy
withdrawals into, what I will refer to as the urban queer ecology of the city’s working
class, contribute to the same queer pleasures of ventriloquism and identity fracturing. As
I shall elucidate further, men like Raphaelle’s father crafted public selves through their
art and work in order to participate in public republican selfhood. This selfhood required
both public participation in perfecting the new nation and the active preservation of one’s
virtue. While one could work with the lower class as part of some project for the public
good, joining Philadelpha’s working class tainted one’s identity and could potentially
dissolve it. Since the rabble is understood as a degenerate collective other, individual
identity erodes within this queer ecology. For a man like Raphaelle Peale from a large,
comfortably middle-class family with a very recognizable surname—one known
extremely well in Philadelphia, but also nationally and internationally—such associations
were a risk to his personal and broader familial reputation. Although Raphaelle certainly
enjoyed many of the pleasures and advantages of his public name, many of those
pleasures were personal and even selfish—parties, dinners, commissions for art and other
jobs through the constant efforts of his father on his behalf, invitations to public events,
and having audiences for his jokes and humorous performances. However, the erosion of
his public identity enacted through association with the rabble provides new pleasures for
Raphaelle. Similar to his painting style, within the rabble his identity splinters. He can
exercise more choice in how much of his public identity he will reveal and how much
anyone can access it. Additionally, he can escape the heteronormative domestic, and
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republican public, expectations of his race, gender, and class—a desire that confounded
his father.
Finally, it is important to note that there are almost no extant letters written by
Raphaelle, despite the republic of letters within which his father excelled. There is also
no diary or other collection of personal papers. Instead, we can only learn what Raphaelle
communicated primarily through the letters of others, including his father. As a result,
while the subject of my argument is Raphaelle, it will be necessary to frequently discuss
Charles Wilson as well in order to gain that limited access—as well as to further yield
insights by comparing the two men. Since we are likewise denied direct access to
Raphaelle through physical artifacts of his own writing, therefore even his epistolary
correspondence necessarily has a ventriloquistic quality; we can access only fragments of
what he wrote or thought through their echoes, or the context clues, provided by others.
While this reality can be frustrating to historians and literary scholars, it also seems
fitting for a man who controlled the degree of access others had to his identity—
sometimes outright denying it altogether. Perhaps Raphaelle Peale took pleasure in even
that future reality, though we cannot know for sure.

“An odd or craizy fellow”: Raphaelle’s Descent into the Rabble
By the time Raphaelle reached maturity, his father was a comfortably middleclass man of the republican enlightenment. His work in the museum, art, and other public
projects was all intended to simultaneously support himself and his family while also
serving the public. He had abandoned wine and all other spirits in the 1790s and drank
only water, preferred simple food with little to no seasoning, painted only men whom he
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considered important contributors to the public good for display in his museum, was
married to his second wife, disliked men of wit, and held a mechanical view of both
nature and the human body. He believed that, by following proper maintenance of the
human machine, the natural lifespan of a person should be two hundred years. Raphaelle,
meanwhile, was not regulated by his work or his marriage. Indeed, he frequently took his
dinner in taverns or other locations away from home, visited brothels, and often resisted
opportunities to exhibit his public selfhood. He was a quirky, odd, and at times childish
man. According to Escol Sellers, whom Charles Coleman Sellers quotes in his book
Charles Willson Peale, Raphaelle was eccentric and sometimes disliked by other adults.
For example, he once stumbled into a Quaker meeting at his sister’s house and,
after being persuaded by her husband to help entertain the guests, pulled a handkerchief
from his pocket and wrapped it around his hand. When asked if he had hurt his hand, he
replied, “Oh, no. I am only wrapping up something I want to preserve. I will show it to
you if you will not tell anyone what it is” (Sellers, Charles Wilson Peale 398). Under the
handkerchief, Raphaelle had formed his hand into a grimacing face, and he went to each
member of his sitting audience, one by one, making it speak words “appropriate to each
viewer” (398). Raphaelle was a very gifted ventriloquist, and enjoyed entertaining
children and adults through either ventriloquism or mimicking the voices of others,
including famous stage actors. Afterwards, he told the story of “The Crooked-Mouth
Family,” a highly performative tale of an odd family whose members can speak only in
certain ways out of different parts of their mouths—each demonstrated by the teller when
switching characters. The story’s humorous climax occurs at the end when the entire
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family has failed to blow out a candle because of this bizarre impairment. 31 Apparently
this performance made most of the audience laugh, but at least one Quaker man was so
disgusted by Raphaelle’s entertainment that he called for prayer. Another minister then
interrupted the rebuke and defended Raphaelle’s assistance in the hospitality of their
hosts (398).
Coleman Sellers also claims that Raphaelle frequently ate his meals at the Black
Bear Tavern instead of at home, “where the country folk, come in to the market, would
stare in bewilderment as Raphaelle rose to carve and turkey, goose, or chicken pled for its
life in sepulchral tones, then shrieked with pain as the fork was thrust in. He could turn
them cold in their seats by making a fried fish speak out upon some topic of the day”
(398). Depending on one’s perspective, such behavior can seem concerningly childish or
perhaps simply the lighthearted and silly antics of a man who likes to perform for an
audience. Even as a performer, though, it is critical to observe that Raphaelle often uses
voice-throwing or other techniques that shifted his audience’s attention away from him
and towards whatever object he animated. This method will be revisited later when I
discuss his artistic aesthetic. Additionally, he likes to entertain more than teach, instruct,
or recite more respected artistic material that was certainly available in Philadelphia’s
rich print culture. Finally, his preference for eating at taverns instead of home would
certainly run counter to his father’s enlightenment-infused expectations of proper
domestic, familial, heteronormative virtue—and while his father apparently enjoyed his

31

I do not know exactly which version of this folktale Raphaelle performed, but there seems to be more
than one available. In one, the last family member manages to blow out the candle. In another, a local
police officer comes by the house because the commotion from their candle problem has apparently
disturbed their neighbors. Once they explain, he blows out the candle for them, but it is afterwards so
dark in the house that one of the parents suggests lighting another candle.

105

stories and songs, Sellers claims that he could not abide his ventriloquism. It is unclear
whether a hearing issue was the cause or if Charles Willson disapproved because it was a
form of deception (399). In general, the elder Peale disapproved of deceptions because he
thought they were dishonest and a form of unsophisticated entertainment; indeed, he
disliked men of strong whit for the same reason and preferred plain, direct speech.
However, as we shall see, Charles Willson used deception much more than his professed
dislike for it would suggest.
According to Lillian Miller, Raphaelle also indulged a tendency to play with
finger puppets, and his newspaper advertisements were often seen as tasteless, or at least
undignified (“Father and Son” 47). One such example from the Norfolk Herald, dated
July 26, 1803, is included in the multi-volume collection of the Peale family’s papers:
Symptoms of Convalescence!!!
RAPHAELLE PEALE
HAVING advertised his intended exit to take place this day, at 11 minutes past 9
A.M., has received so large a dose of Public Patronage, and being a good natured
obliging kind of patient, had by the advice (gratis) of the MORE good natured
and obliging inhabitants of this Burough, who appear to know his disease, and
feel anxious that he should take a few more of their silver, (not golden) pills;
therefore, he will oblige them by staying until the same hour next Tuesday.
Ladies of Portsmouth
R. Peale will visit you at the hour and day appointed, punctually. Put on evidence
your prettiest looks, and visit him at Mrs. TAYLOR’s Tavern. (Miller, Selected
Papers 599)
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There is much to unpack within this short advertisement. First is the odd humor that
Miller characterizes as undignified or tasteless and was common in his advertisements.
As with the tavern ventriloquism and the Quaker performance, it is challenging to
characterize this humor. It certainly does not seem to fit the tone of a respectable
gentleman, and the utilized wit would certainly never be present in advertisements from
men like his father. Then there is the medical nature of the humor. Raphaelle suggests
that he has delayed his trip because the patrons of Norfolk, whom are more good-natured
than he, appear to know his disease and have convinced him to take more of their “silver”
pills before he will be safe to travel. The disease, then, would seem to be financial, yet
the residents treat it with less valuable silver instead of gold. This humorous clarification,
which could have also been easily insulting, likely alludes to the types of art commissions
that Raphaelle was procuring on this trip—taking profiles and painting miniatures—both
of which were less lucrative than painting portraits. Raphaelle therefore suggests a cure
while simultaneously drawing attention to his own role in his disease.
This humor takes on a potentially dark tone when we consider that Raphaelle did,
indeed, frequently suffer financial strain and debt throughout his life. His wife Patty
eventually had to take in boarders to cover basic needs, and at one point even sued to take
control of his estate taken away from him so that she could manage its affairs instead. 32
He often relied on his father for financial assistance and procuring commissions, which is

32

Patty asked Charles Wilson to help her with this legal maneuver, but he refused and eventually put a
stop to it. He did, however, temporarily stop providing financial assistance to Raphaelle in an attempt to
force him to conform to his pleas for more reasoned, controlled behavior. Given the elder Peale’s
heteronormative views of domestic life, it is likely that he did not approve of a woman being in charge a
family’s domestic life if she had a husband. Furthermore, he seems to have disliked Patty in general and
did not approve of the marriage, and there are other examples throughout his papers of him refusing
Patty and exerting his own will.
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one reason why Charles Willson frequently urged him to practice his portraiture. His
failure to do so, or perhaps his rejection of the form for his preferred still life, therefore
confirms within the medical framework of the advertisement that Raphaelle is partially
responsible for his disease. Darker still, two reasons for his gaps in productivity were
alcoholism and gout. At times his gout was excruciating, and the elder Peale blamed it on
Raphaelle’s own weakness in behavior and self-control. With these facts in mind, we
cannot help but wonder if this advertisement was a humorous acknowledgement of his
father’s position (the man who knows his disease) or, even more interesting, an
intentional resistance to that perspective through witty mockery. If the second is the case,
then he used a tactic of deception that his father disliked to defy his opinion, but again in
an indirect way similar to ventriloquism.
Even the meaning-reversal of “Symptoms of Convalescence,” within which
symptoms refer to recovery instead of disease, possibly suggests that his “recovery” is
actually a disease. Whether that disease is his own inability to properly manage the
money he earns or another piece of a larger resistance to his father is unclear. However,
there still remains the final message of the advertisement, directly to the “ladies of
Portsmouth” to put on their “prettiest looks” and visit him at Mrs. Taylor’s Tavern. Taken
together, the elements of the advertisement take on even more significance when read
alongside the two letters referenced at the beginning of this chapter within which Charles
Willson pleads with his son, “why not act the man?”. Raphaelle was at this time in a
prolonged period of depression, alcoholism, financial strain, and gout flareups. In both
letters, written just over two months from each other in November 1817 and February
1818, Charles Willson rebukes his son for failing to control his behavior and act along
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better judgment so that his natural gifts can bring him financial independence and respect.
In the 1818 letter, he directly references Raphaelle’s past failures to master his drinking
(intemperance), his near-death experience from gout, the financial and domestic struggles
of Patty, and the fatherly neglect of his children. 33
He goes still further though by directly tying Raphaelle’s troubles to his social
life; indeed, it was so much a priority for him in this letter that it is referenced in the first
sentences: “It gives me pain to think how wretchedly you govern yourself. I am not
uninformed of your associations

you are possessed of superior talents to most men,

and yet you will associate with beings that disgrace you…” (Miller, “Selected Papers”
569).34 He continues several lines later, “How can you expect encouragement to your
superior powers in the arts, which would in a little time make you independent, unless
you change your company—will credible people go into a House of Rendevous, to sett
for their portraits, and or give any other encouragement…(569, emphasis and spellings
original). Here, Peale further emasculates Raphaelle by arguing that keeping company
with prostitutes and other elements of the rabble further degrades his health and prevents
him from receiving commissions or other assistance from respectable citizens. Indeed,
this seems to be a new low on a very slippery slope of degradation and emasculation
following Raphaelle’s other failures that his father lists.

33

Between Raphaelle’s advertisement of 1803 and the admonishing letters of Charles Willson in 1817 and
1818, Peale wrote his “An Essay to Promote Domestic Happiness” in 1812. This essay seems squarely
aimed at Raphaelle and his wife. It consistently criticizes the indulgence of alcohol, puts excessive
pressure on wives to curtail and manage poor behavior by their husbands, and places extreme
importance on one’s social company. Peale claimed that the essay was written for the wife of a friend in
the city, the husband of whom drank too much and the wife seemed “rather careless in her attentions to
him” (Miller, “Selected Papers” 145, note 1).
34 The gap in the second line is how the sentence appears in Miller’s “Selected Papers.”
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There are some important takeaways here. First, Charles Willson’s criticism
further shows how failing to embody either of the early American notions of virtue
emasculates a man through both the failures themselves that call his masculinity into
question, and the erosion of public selfhood that results from those failures. As Raphaelle
sinks into the low socio-economic position of the rabble, his public selfhood is erased
into the rabble’s collective otherness. Furthermore, this otherness can be queer when we
consider the flawed gender and sexual behaviors associated with the rabble, especially in
a city with a rich pleasure culture like Philadelphia. As Clare Lyons observes in her
groundbreaking study on the subject, the years of Raphaelle’s life saw significant shifts in
sexual conduct and the social perceptions of that conduct. The city enjoyed an explosion
of sexual experiences following the Revolution, fueled largely by the egalitarian ideology
of the war and early republic.
However, by 1820, much of that sexual freedom, including the nonheteronormative versions of it, were increasingly associated with the rabble, and the word
prostitution started being used for other types of illicit sex besides sex commerce. The
location of this now generalized deviancy was amongst the city’s working class and
citizens of color. As a result, the areas of Philadelphia where these citizens lived and
worked essentially became cast as a type of urban queer ecology. These shifts also had
enormous implications for gender and power: “By 1820 sexual character had become a
defining aspect of the female individual, and sexual temperament was recognized as a
central attribute of the individual self. In creating deviant sexuality, sexuality itself had
become a useful force for deploying power” (394). In accepting their new social position
as the guardians of heteronormative sexual purity—of themselves and their husbands—
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women gave up the ability to argue that they were literally and socially equal to men.
This new model of gender, grounded in sexuality, also created new class rifts amongst
women, enhancing the position of middle class, mostly white women by demonizing the
sexual characters of working-class women and women of color (394). Raphaelle Peale’s
male, white, middle-class selfhood could literally and metaphorically erode to
nonexistence amongst the idle, vulgar, and sexually deviant rabble. With this potential in
mind, it is easy to understand Charles Willson’s increasing panic about his son’s life and
identity that he indicates through his fears about his son’s social interactions, as well as
the increasingly strong language he uses to urge him to reverse course and “act the man.”
This reading is further strengthened by the concluding appeals to Raphaelle in
relation to his familial identity. The elder Peale instructs Raphaelle to waste no time
righting his behavior in order to “henceforth be a credit to your family” and reminds him
of his familial obligation to his father, writing, “You ought to Strive to make the
remainder of my days happy, for my days are few that follow—All of my old
acquaintances are dropping off” (570). The aging Peale reveals here his fears that
Raphaelle will no longer be a credit to his family and, in turn, lose his family identity.
Furthermore, this fear extends to the public legacy of the Peale dynasty, of which Charles
Willson envisions himself as the patriarch, in terms of his family as 1) part of his record
of virtuous public service (which his progeny will continue) and 2) a living example of
virtuous, enlightened new American society to be emulated. All of these anxieties
combine in his final plea, in the second-to-last line of this letter, for Raphaelle to think of
all his family members and “put a value on your self” (571, emphasis original). Peale
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implores his son to put a value on all of the socially valuable components of his selfhood,
including his family, in order to better himself and his relatives.
If we now return to Raphaelle’s advertisement fifteen years earlier in the Norfolk
Herald, the passage of time potentially enlightens our understanding of its strange
medical-financial humor. Comparing that earlier period of temporary success with a later
period of intense decline, we can see how Raphaelle has, in fact, often largely resisted, if
not outright rejected, his father’s instructions and the enlightenment ideologies that
produced them. While his silver pills brought him temporary recovery before, he now
gets much fewer commissions and for no higher price. If his father thought the
advertisement was undignified and, further, if Raphaelle intended his “Symptoms of
Convalescence” to recast his father’s advice as poison or a disease—the symptoms of a
recovery that is actually a disease—then it is revealing that Charles Willson smooths over
the implications of both possibilities in a letter to John Hawkins just days after that
advertisement ran. He informs Hawkins that Raphaelle is painting miniatures and taking
profiles in Norfolk, that he is successful and takes great pains to please his customers,
“and as far as report goes he is thought by many clever & by some few an odd or craizy
fellow. his advertizments as usial whimsical—but attract attention which is all he cares
for” (Miller, “Selected Papers” 598). Here, Peale downplays the qualities of his son that
are considered odd or questionable in polite society to, instead, highlight the success that
makes him proud. Fast-forward to his letter of 1818—the traits that he smooths over have
grown and increasingly define public perception of Raphaelle. Now, with little to feel
proud of, and recognizing that the “some few” of his earlier letter to Hawkins has grown,
Charles Willson panics for his son’s eroding identity and cannot downplay the traits that
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make him seem “odd or crazy.” The odd, but not necessarily damaging, advertisement for
taking profiles and painting miniatures of Portsmouth’s ladies in a tavern has likewise
now escalated to brothels and cavorting with the licentious rabble—to which he could
lose his identity.
Charles Willson performed many similar “smoothenings” and outright omissions
throughout his life—in his writing, art, and museum. The friction between him and
Raphaelle, as well as Raphaelle’s failings, are absent from his autobiography. By
contrast, as mentioned above, Raphaelle left almost no writing, as far as is known,
documenting his life and preserving it to posterity—no diaries or other life writing, and
very few surviving letters. Instead, we have to piece together the identity that his father
so feared he would lose entirely through the writings of others and his art. In the second
half of this chapter, I will turn to Raphaelle’s art, particularly his favorite still life genre,
to further explore how he resisted artistic, aesthetic, and social conventions of his time.
To further illuminate those resistances through contrast, I will also further compare his
work to that of his father. Ultimately, I will argue that Raphaelle’s art and point of view
were more honest, democratic, and radical than his father’s, despite being more
destructive for his physical, social, and professional selves. Through its honesty, it
subverts the flawed, artificial vision of social republican natural harmony that his father
projected through his museum, yet maintained by smoothing over or dismissing anything
that threatened it.
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Artistic Ventriloquism and the Queer Pleasures of Fractured Identity
Like his social behavior, Raphaelle’s artistic career did not proceed as Charles
Willson had hoped when he published
his official retirement from portrait
painting in 1794 to focus his energies
entirely on his museum. In his place, he
recommended the services of his two
eldest sons, Raphaelle and Rembrandt.
That same year, Charles Willson
founded his short-lived Columbianum
to support art and artists in
Philadelphia. Although modeled on the
Royal Academy of Art in London,
Peale intended the Columbianum to
serve a more democratic purpose of
increasing artistic awareness and
sensitivity within the new nation and, in
turn, providing better social order
(Ward 99). Indeed, Peale’s exhibition
of his famous trompe l’oeil The
Staircase Group captures all of these
changes and his intentions for
Figure 15: Charles Willson Peale. The Staircase Group. (1795)
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Raphaelle (Figure 1). The painting

serves several functions. On a purely aesthetic level, it is meant to appear so real as to
trick a viewer’s eye into believing that the two-dimensional image is a three-dimensional
reality. This is achieved by the power of the painting’s realistic deception combined with
the three-dimensional “real” first step at its base. Additionally, the painting performs a
similar act of introduction into public selfhood as Peale’s retirement advertisement. At
the bottom of the stairs, Peale depicts Raphaelle in the figure of an artist at the beginning
of his career who is surveying the room as he climbs the stairs to perform his art. His
cane points to the smaller figure of his
brother, Titian, who is stepping out of
the darkness in his introduction to the
light of society. By the time of this
painting’s debut, Titian had already
become one of Charles Willson’s
primary assistants at the museum and
was showing great promise as a natural
historian. Two other elements unite the
themes of public introduction, art, and
natural history: 1) the presence of a

Figure 16: Raphaelle Peale. Portrait of Absalom Jones. (1810)

ticket for Peale’s museum on the same step as Raphaelle’s right foot, and 2) the lines
formed by Raphaelle’s cane to Titian’s pointing finger. According to Wendy Bellion, the
location of the painting in the room allowed Titian’s finger to point out of an exhibition
room window towards Philosophical Hall, where the museum was located (qtd in Ward
101).
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The painting therefore continues the introductory function for his sons, but also
introduces viewers to the Columbianum’s creator and his primary public service project:
the Philadelphia Museum—where art and science combine to educate the public and
cultivate social harmony. However, as I have already discussed, Raphaelle never became
a successful portrait painter. He did paint portraits throughout his life of varying degrees
in quality, and one of the most successful of them is his portrait of Absalom Jones, a man
born into slavery who became the first African American Episcopal priest in America.
However, Raphaelle’s preferred and most powerfully executed genre of painting would
be still life, a genre that was placed at the bottom of artistic achievement in England and
Europe.
According to Nicolai Cikovsky, Jr, there were two primary reasons for this
placement. The first is the subject matter: everyday items of private, domestic use that
“lacked the human interest, moral force, and intellectual substance” that was best
represented “in the depiction of historical events on the models of classical antiquity”
(34). The second reason concerned the imitative style of still life—its deceptive illusion.
To intentionally paint still life, and to furthermore practice it as one’s primary genre of
painting, was to disregard and even defy existing artistic orthodoxy (34).
Raphaelle was particularly gifted at the illusionistic qualities of still life and
essentially started the American tradition of the genre. According to Nemerov,
Raphaelle’s still life paintings have perplexed art historians for generations because of
how unsettling the success of this illusionistic quality can be. 35 Nemerov departs from

35

I cite and engage Alexander Nemerov’s work frequently in the section because his book The Body of
Raphaelle Peale: Still Life and Selfhood, 1812-1824 (2001) is the longest study of Raphaelle’s aesthetic that
I have found in a rather shallow pool of scholarship on the subject. Furthermore, since I am not an art
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other critics by arguing that the uncanny feeling of Raphaelle’s still life painting is
created by the way they “simulate the artist’s own physical existence projected into the
objects of perception” (2). Citing the phenomenological theories of Maurice MerleauPonty, Nemerov argues that the tactile quality of Raphaelle’s still lifes duplicates the
body’s understanding of itself through the sensual perception and experience of other
objects: “Without the tree’s bark, the surface of the skin would itself be an abstraction.
Without the density of specific things, the body’s own thickness would also be abstract.
In exterior objects we apprehend our own physicality” (32). In other words, we
understand our own embodiment through our interaction with the rest of the physical
world that we perceive
with our senses. As a
result, we perceive our
own physicality in those
objects of comparison,
and them in ourselves.
Nemerov argues that this
quality is part of

Figure 17: Raphaelle Peale. Blackberries. (1813)

the uncanny nature of Raphaelle’s painting, but to fully recognize the implications of this
maneuver, we must consider why Raphaelle would choose such an aesthetic and how it
resists the artistic conventions of society that his father embraced.
An excellent example of this illusion at work is Raphaelle’s Blackberries (figure 3). In
this still life, Raphaelle arranges a simple, yet powerful image of blackberries on their

historian, I am relying on his and other art historians’ expertise on the subject to support my own
articulation of what I call Raphaelle’s visual ventriloquism.
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branches in a simple bowl. Upon closer inspection, however, we begin to see some of the
sensuous physicality that Nemerov describes. A strong example of this effect is the extralarge, ripe berry in the bottom-left corner of the painting. Not only is the fruit depicted in
vivid textural detail, but the bend of the branch and barely hovering pose of the berry
above the table suggest its weight or gravity in the scene that we perceive by casting our
own bodies into the scene to hang as well, or touch the fruit to confirm its pull.
Additionally, the leaves, especially in the right-lower corner, invite our touch to confirm
their ridges—indeed, the largest of these folds in such a way that seems to invite human
touch sliding along its folded trough. Furthermore, Nemerov suggests that the reflected
light in the painting further suggests this reciprocal embodiment. Specifically, the flecks
of light on all of the berries suggest that there is a light being projected onto and into
them from the perspective of the viewer, but that light is likewise reflected back in the
same direction from the berries towards or into the viewer.
Additionally, works like Blackberries resist what Nemerov calls “the long view”
of rational thought and socialization—the result of a child learning to shift focus from the
close, sensuous experience of an object’s details to the place of that object within the
larger world to create systematic meaning. This “infant view” resists the definitions of
selfhood during Raphaelle’s life because “to fix one’s attention too rootedly on one thing
would be to enact the primal fascination, the unredeemed gaze, that the whole project of
socialization was designed to counteract (43). Citing Freud’s notion of the infant’s primal
stare, Nomerov argues that choosing such a state, as Raphaelle does, rejects the socialized
world of the self in a way that directly relates to embodiment (43). When we consider the
various expectations that Raphaelle failed to meet, it is then understandable why such a
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resistance would be enjoyable. This primal experience creates a pleasurable, sensual, and
contained relation to the world apart from the pains of socialized selfhood—family
responsibility, paternal expectations, social conventions of success, and individual
economic and domestic/familial autonomy. Although Nomerov does not compare this
aesthetic experience to ventriloquism, he does recognize that the maneuver is a form of
indirect gaze or interaction in Raphaelle’s painting. Indeed, that indirectness is part of the
illusion or deception. Considering the childish aspects of Raphaelle’s humor, it seems
plausible that his artistic “whimsy” would be similar. However, if we connect the effects
of these aesthetic characteristics to Raphaelle’s ventriloquism, a form of deception that
his father would not abide, we arrive at a type of visual ventriloquism that his father
could abide—artistic achievement—even if he did not perceive the subversive effects of
it.
Another painting, Strawberries and Cream, similarly embodies these qualities.
Painted a few years later in 1818, it has a similar arrangement: berries in a bowl with
natural foliage, including
flowers that directly face
the viewer like some of
the blackberries on the
same right side of the
previous painting.
Although there is not as
much weight or light

Figure 18: Raphaelle Peale. Strawberries and Cream. (1818)

given to these berries, there is still a great deal of tactile detail. Furthermore, the light
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reflecting off of the pitcher of cream holds one’s gaze in a similar way as the flecks of
light on the blackberries in the prior painting. However, this light seems to be one or
more windows. If we continue to understand Raphaelle’s still life as visual ventriloquism,
the window through which we might view the artist is similarly ventriloquilized. That is,
the curve of the glass pitcher not only reflects the window, but also causes it to refract in
such a way that obscures the location or source of light in a visual performance on
another object. We can see through the glass pitcher, but not the source of light or artist
represented by the window. Like the previously mentioned blackberry leaf, the
strawberry leaf in the lower right corner of this painting likewise seems to reach out into
our plain, barely hovering above, and extending beyond, the table’s edge—almost like an
outstretched palm. The addition of cream to the berries, separated by only the connecting
touch of the vine leaves, adds another level of sensuous or even erotic experience.
Similar to Nemerov, Ward describes Raphaelle’s style, in the context of his time,
as a feminine aesthetic that is also extremely hermetic (165). Miller argues that perhaps
Raphaelle was more comfortable disguising his true, inner self or withholding it from the
world, a possibility that is potentially explored in his Fruit Piece with Peaches Covered
by a Handkerchief (“Father and Son” 47). In this painting, a plate of stacked, ripe peaches
is mostly obscured from view by a draped handkerchief. This drapery is painted
presumably for the dual purposes of showing his artistic skill and protecting the fruit
from insects like the one perched on the edge of both the cloth and one of only two
unobscured peaches. This piece is particularly ventriloquistic in how it obscures the focal
object of stacked peaches and, instead, draws our eyes to the lines of action created by the
folds of cloth. In this image, the creases and decorative edges of the handkerchief are
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what reflect light back in our direction. The insect perches along one such line, and the
corner beside the opposite peach on our left draws our attention to the waiting knife. We
are led to embody not just the visible fruit, but the insect and its tactile connection with
the borderline of fruit and cloth.
When we notice the dark indention—likely a light puncture or bruise—on the
bottom-left peach, our
gaze lingers there to
consider how the indention
feels, and perhaps to
consider the piercing
device so close by.
Recalling Seller’s
description of Raphaelle’s
Figure 19: Raphaelle Peale. Fruit Piece with Peaches Covered by a Handkerchief.
(1819)

ventriloquism while

carving meats at the Black Bear Tavern, we can imagine him providing a similar
performance with a peach. Indeed, that seems to be exactly what the painting is doing.
Even the knife, itself partially hidden, suggests a concealed interior that can be accessed
only with its piercing assistance. Finally, I suggest that the peaches, with their slight
grooves running top-to-bottom and indentions at the top, likely look somewhat similar to
the talking mouth Raphaelle made with his fist under the handkerchief at the Quaker
gathering, particularly when the mouth (his thumb) was closed against his index finger.
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A final painting by Raphaelle will help bring this deception and it relationship to
visual ventriliquisim up to human scale. One of the reasons why Raphaelle’s still life
paintings are so successful at the effects art historians have identified is their small size,
which limits the space of our vision, and the close proximity of the objects, which was
unconventional.36 A slightly larger painting that depicts a human-ish subject is
Raphaelle’s famous Venus Rising from the Sea—A Deception. Like the prior image, the
subject (Venus) is partially obscured, although this time the cloth is not semitransparent.
Still, we can see parts of a
woman identified as the
goddess Venus, including one
foot, one arm, and part of her
hair. Like Charles Wilson’s
The Staircase Group, the
painting is of the trompe
l’oeil, or deception, genre.
Raphaelle intended that the
cloth covering Venus would
seem real enough for a viewer
to touch or unpin to reveal the
painting behind it.

Figure 20: Raphaelle Peale. Venus Rising from the Sea---A Deception.
(1822)

Indeed, the temptation to unpin is what gives the painting most of its dramatic,
even erotic, energy. The painting is certainly a tease, although what is withheld is open to

36

The still life paintings of Raphaelle’s uncle, James Peale, serve as useful comparisons, both for the
increased distance and comparably flatter depictions of objects.
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interpretation. On the surface, we are teased by the idea of seeing a painting with more
content. On a more erotic note, we are teased with the possible image of a nude or barely
covered goddess. However, following my argument thus far, I suggest that what is teased
is access to the full body and identity of Raphaelle Peale. 37 The paintings that we have
examined have conveniently moved forward in succession through time, but also in the
directness of their covered, hidden, withheld, and ventriloquistic qualities. From bare
fruit, to covered fruit, to covered human/divine body, the connections have become
increasingly blunt. Here, the feminine and hermetic elements of Raphaelle’s art that Ward
describes are clearest. For my reading, the central subject of Venus is the cloth, the actual
visual deception of the painting. We are tricked into believing that we have the ability to
reveal and know the artist, and perhaps anything at all.
Furthermore, it seems significant that Raphaelle’s signature is on the cloth. One
way to read this decision is that Raphaelle-the-artist is also the concealing agent.
Additionally, the figure hidden behind the cloth is androgynous; we have no clear
indicator of their sex. Although the title suggests that the figure is the goddess Venus, the
signed cloth raises the possibility that it is actually Raphaelle. Indeed, the slight bulge at
the hip of the figure raises the same question—is this a man, or is this perhaps Venus’s
hidden arm/hand resting along her genitalia? The bulge raises this question while also
adding another level of erotic possibility to the painting (an invitation or self-pleasure).
Regardless, the effect of these questions is to, again, resist access to one’s identity, even
their sex, and to show only a fragmentary identity—partial clues to an identity withheld
from full view. Finally, returning to the erasing power of the rabble, we might similarly

37

I am not the first scholar to make this interpretation. Miller, Ward, and Nemerov have made similar
claims or observations for their own arguments.
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think of it as a shroud (death of individual identity) or a cover—a blanket
statement/generalization of a group of individuals conflated together into one undesirable
other.
This fragmented identity, though certainly dangerous for Raphaelle, provides a
number of pleasures as well. As previously mentioned, it allows him to withdraw from
the pressures of early nineteenth-century public manhood. In his hermetic, feminine
domestic seclusion, he is free to indulge the sensuous pleasures of his infant stare,
personally picking the objects of that stare and their arrangement. A slow painter, he
could also take all of the time that he desired to enjoy the experience of this interactive
style of painting and ensure that he produced the finished representation that he intended.
There are clearly queer pleasures implicated here. For one, the sensuous joys of the infant
stare are not unlike the rhapsodic descriptions and illustrations of individual specimens or
natural scenes by William Bartram in Travels. This pleasure of intense experience is
difficult to categorize, but certainly seems non-heteronormative for both men given the
strongly sensual nature of how they relate to objects. Additionally, the projection of
ourselves into Raphaelle’s still life paintings entails projecting our bodies onto/into his,
since that practice is what produced the painting in the first place. For us to achieve the
same effect, we must project ourselves into the objects that already retain the projected
Raphaelle—without question a queer mingling. Also, the androgynous Venus painting
likewise suggests or even invites a blurring of gender in the relations of private selves.
Indeed, we can come away feeling like we are all simply fragments of selves—
genderless, sexless, classless, raceless, and nationless—subsumed into a larger, but
imperceptible whole.

124

Furthermore, this stripping away of such details is shared in another form of queer
pleasure: anonymous sex. We are tempted to sensually know and enjoy Raphaelle’s
objects, the parts of himself he reveals through them, and even ourselves, without gaining
any deeper or more holistic knowledge, or understanding, beyond that pleasure. As I have
mentioned, we know that Raphaelle visited brothels, so it is not difficult to imagine him
engaging in other forms of nonheteronormative sexual pleasure affiliated with the city’s
working class. In such intimate relations, both physically and artistically, pleasure
through ventriliquistic fracturing is the goal. In these scenarios, removing identity,
including all of its accompanying
success and failure, prevents it from
interrupting or otherwise affecting
intimate sensual relations. In some
ways, this pleasure and identity is
more egalitarian than anything
Charles Willson envisioned in the
social harmony of his art and
museum. Importantly, it is achieved
through the breakdown of power that
Figure 21: Charles Willson Peale. Portrait of Raphaelle Peale.
(1817)

comes from being known
individually according to specific

social expectations that already favor citizens of certain socio-economic class, gender,
and race.
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Having suggested that Raphaelle’s fragmented queer nonidentity is more
democratic than Charles Willson’s own vision of republican social harmony, it is only
fair to offer a comparison via Charles Willson’s art and museum. Indeed, such a
comparison will further differentiate Raphaelle’s perspective and what he was resisting.
An excellent starting point for this comparison is Charles Wilson’s portrait of Raphaelle
from 1817. In this portrait, the elder Peale performs one of his many omissions or
smoothenings. If we recall the contents of Charles Willson’s two letters from 1817 and
1818 to his son begging him to “act the man,” we can then begin to recognize the pains
he went through to render his preferred vision of his eldest son like he did in the 1795
deception The Staircase Group. There is no trace in this painting of the troubles that
Charles Willson details in his letters. The only possible clue is the thinness of Raphaelle’s
hair, though it is unclear whether or not this was a personal stylistic choice of Raphaelle.
However, as Miller has indicated, Raphaelle probably suffered from a second form of
gout called saturnine gout, which is caused by ingesting lead. In the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, lead-lined or joined vessels were often used to distill or store brandy
and other spirits, which were then often added to some wines to fortify them and prevent
them from spoiling (“Father and Son” 51). Excessive drinking could lead to ingesting
enough traces of lead that the imbiber would succumb to saturnine gout, the symptoms of
which included hair loss, tremors, brain disease, abdominal pain (51).
Instead, Charles Willson paints his son in the likeness of an artist at work—paints,
palette, and pencil (brush) in hand, Raphaelle’s preferred genre of still life on the wall,
and an obscured easel on the right of the painting. He depicts what he perceives to be the
softer, admirable elements of his character—elements that he hoped his son would
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choose to embody (Miller, “Father and Son” 37). However, we know from Raphaelle’s
career that he never successfully embodied this portrayal of public selfhood. Indeed, like
The Staircase Group, this image would remain only a deception and hope.
However, despite his dislike of deceptions, Charles Willson regularly created
them by downplaying or omitting anything that troubled his vision of natural and social
harmony. Another artistic example of this maneuver can be seen in one of his most
famous paintings: The Exhumation of the Mastodon. The painting depicts Peale’s

Figure 22: Charles Willson Peale. The Exhumation of the Mastodon. (1806-1808)

excavation of two mostly complete mastodon skeletons from a bog in New York.
However, the painting is a mixture of historical documentation and artistic license. For
example, the painting does accurately commemorate Peale’s intuitive adaptation of a
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Chinese water wheel to help empty the pit of water. Similarly, the storm in the far-right
corner was a very real threat to the success of the expedition.
Fortunately for Peale, the storm passed without disrupting the progress. However, one
element of the painting that is historically inaccurate is the individuals represented who
were not present. According
to Peale’s autobiography,
only Rembrandt was with
his father during the actual
excavation of the mastodon
bones. However, Peale
includes the entire family in

Figure 23: Family Detail from Exhumation of the Mastodon

his painting, including his deceased second wife. As we can see in a more detailed view,
Peale included his entire living family with him in the painting. Rubens is included with
his characteristic glasses (he was far-sighted), Raphaelle is holding the scroll opposite his
father next to the man with an axe, and one of Peale’s daughters is pictured with her
husband under an umbrella behind the family. Peale’s second wife is pictured close to the
tent, holding the second Titian’s hand and pointing towards the approaching storm. To
the left of her is Alexander Wilson, the famous ornithologist who heavily used the
Philadelphia Museum’s collections to prepare his famous nine-volume American
Ornithology (1808-1814).
We must then ask why Charles Willson, who was so dedicated to true
representation of material and abhorred deceptions unless they were demonstrations of
artistic talent, would include historical inaccuracies in a painting that chronicles his most
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famous discovery—a painting that even hung in the room within which the mastodon
skeleton was displayed. As Miller argues in her essay on the painting, the answer may lie
within the genre of the history painting, of which Peale was never particularly successful.
His failure to master the genre is partially responsible for his adoption of portraiture as
his primary genre, but Peale never forgot that history paintings occupied the top of the
eighteenth-century hierarchy of
painting genres. Furthermore, it
is clear that Peale believed his
extraction of the mastodon
bones and reconstruction of the
skeleton was an achievement
that was profoundly important
in the early history of the United
States.38 According to Miller,
the reason for the inclusion of
the Peale family is that Charles
Willson believed that the event
should be handed down to
Figure 24: Charles Willson Peale. The Artist in His Museum. (1822)

posterity—in this case,

represented by his children who would carry on the family legacy of this historic event
(158-159). Including portraits of people who were not literally present at a historic event
was a typical element of history painting, just as Benjamin West included members of his

38

See “The Exhumation of the Mastodon” in New Perspectives on Charles Wilson Peale (145-165), U of
Pittsburg P, 1990.
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own family as characters in his painting of William Penn’s Treaty with the Indians
(Miller, “The Exhumation” 156). In Peale’s work, we see a light shining on Charles
Wilson as he directs the grand proceedings of human reason within nature—meanwhile,
laborers extract the bones and a storm threatens to undermine the entire expedition.
However, Charles Willson would not stop at the prior painting to display the
prestige of his own work and portrait painting. In 1822, Peale revealed arguably his most
famous and successful painting, a fusion of the portrait and history genres: The Artist in
His Museum. Here, we see the same enlightenment principles that Peale infused into his
mastodon painting, only shifted into the ordered, harmonious “world in miniature” of his
museum. Indeed, the mastodon bones are featured next to Peale’s leg and as a completed
skeleton behind the curtain. Since the mastodon expedition yielded two mostly complete
skeletons, it is not surprising that there are additional bones in the foreground. However,
their presence also connects them with specimen preparation like the turkey to their left,
featured with taxidermy tools. Additionally, we see Peale’s painting supplies, and
together these elements communicate both his professional lives as museum proprietor
and artist, and the literal tools of the museum: collected and prepared specimens
displayed in Linnaean taxonomy with backgrounds to mimic their natural habitats.
All of these tools lend power to the heroic pose of Charles Willson, who
triumphantly unveils the secrets of nature’s virtue and harmony to the viewer through his
museum, just as God unveils divine harmony and virtue to the enlightened human
through nature. The light falls directly onto Peale’s head and specimens, which are
gestured to with his left hand. On the left side of the painting behind the curtain are the
bird displays running the length of the “long room” of the museum. Each bird is posed
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naturally with its own painted background and taxonomic classification. At the top is the
American Bald Eagle, already a symbol of the young country, triumphantly displayed.
Above these cases are Peale’s portraits of celebrated men, positioned above the rest of the
animal kingdom atop the great chain of being.
Like the mastodon painting, this one performs the dual functions of celebrating
Peale and his museum, and preserving it for the posterity of future generations that will
be influenced to continue this work—further perfecting the new country. Although it is
barely visible, Peale included the first specimen gifted to the museum: a paddlefish, with
a label reading, “With this article the Museum commenced, June, 1784. Presented by Mr.
R. Patterson” (Sellers, Mr. Peale’s Museum 12). It is located on the side-wall where the
bird displays begin, along an entrance to another room. This first specimen is then
counter-balanced by the museum’s most famous and more visible specimen, the
mastodon, collected by Peale himself. Towards the back of the painting, a father views
the bird displays with his son, another nod to posterity. One adult man views the displays
in contemplation with a copy of the museum guide that Peale wrote and printed through
the museum press. Finally, there is a Quaker woman with her arms thrown up in
astonishment or fear after seeing the mastodon skeleton.39 Thus, we are provided with
examples of museum visitors already engaged in the type of learning that Peale invites
viewers of the painting to do via his lifting of the curtain.

39

This explanation of the figures was written by Peale himself and has been repeated by numerous
scholars in their analysis of the painting.

131

These intentions that Peale infused in his painting help explain why the painting is
also a deception—that is, the placement of the mastodon is inaccurate. As this image
painted by Titian Ramsey Peale (the second Titian) reveals, the long room had other
displays on its right side. These cases contained smaller specimens such as insects,
fossils, and minerals. As we see, these displays were topped with busts instead of
portraits, but paintings
are still featured, such
as the four paintings
of Charles Willson’s
Belfield Farm, where
he lived and
conducted agricultural
experiments from
Figure 25: Titian Ramsey Peale. Interior of Peale's Museum. (1822)

1810 to 1820,

officially handing over management of the museum to Rubens. We can infer that these
paintings follow Peale’s pattern of combining art and ingenuity in order to influence
guests to, like him, improve their own property and share their improvements for the
betterment of society.
The floorplan of Peale’s museum further reveals the extent of his deception in The
Artist in His Museum. Lingering for a moment on the mastodon, we see that it was placed
in an entirely different room off from the long room. This room also contained specimens
from the Lewis and Clark expedition gifted by Thomas Jefferson, and anthropological
artifacts from Native Americans and other aboriginal groups across the globe.
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Additionally, if we consider the perspective provided to viewers of the painting—moving
past Peale’s lifted curtain into the long room—we notice another deception. There is no
entrance on either side of the
long room. The entrance to
the museum is behind the
lecture room (located between
the quadruped and mastodon
rooms), at the ticket office,
and the room where
specimens were prepared was
located next to the ticket

Figure 26: Floorplan of the Philadelphia Museum

office out of public view.40
Clearly, Charles Willson took many liberties in his The Artist in His Museum, as
he also did with Exhumation of the Mastodon and his portrait of Raphaelle. This may
strike us as an odd consistency from a man who disliked any deception that was not used
to demonstrate artistic skill—such as his The Staircase Group, or Raphaelle’s Venus
Rising from the Sea and exquisitely executed still life paintings. However, if we consider
his philosophy for portraiture and the public function of history painting, we begin to
understand why Peale used deceptions in these paintings. Peale worked from existing
artistic conventions that allowed for, even expected, certain kinds of deception. Indeed,
these conventions formed part of what I consider to be Peale’s three special revelations:
art, natural history, and Christianity. In Protestant Christian doctrine, an individual may

40

Although not pictured here, there was one room upstairs from the main museum that was for marine
specimens.
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have a sense of God and His creation through general revelation—an instinctive and
sensory understanding. However, it is only through Christian education and exposure to
the gospels that one becomes part of the new covenant of Christ and achieves special
revelation—an enhanced worldview fueled by education and connection to God that was
previously unachievable. Likewise, Peale is informed by his three forms of special
revelation that allow him to both perceive and depict the true nature of a human subject,
the natural rules and processes of nature that create virtue and harmony, the blessing of
these rules by God and his desire that humans should create a better world with them, and
how this information translated into an ideal civilization. Indeed, Peale’s museum
operated as a fusion of these three forms of special revelation, creating a world in
miniature that its creator, Charles Willson, set before his patrons for their education like
God did with his larger and more dynamic “second book” of nature.
We see the tension between general and special revelation at work in a variety of
ways in the museum. Consider, for example, this museum ticket that Peale designed. We
see God’s second book, Nature,
opened for our reading, with light
radiating from it like the rays of
the sun to enlighten humanity. We
are invited or perhaps even
commanded to “explore the
wondrous work” that is

Figure 27: Sample Entrance Ticket for the Philadelphia Museum

represented in the museum. It would not be shocking, however, given the slippage
between God-Nature and Peale-Nature- Museum, if Peale also meant for us to explore his
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wondrous work as museum creator. The ticket implies a version of general revelation that
will be achieved simply by exposing oneself to the natural world, or nature-in-miniature,
as provided by the museum. However, specifically exploring “the wondrous work” of the
museum adds the secondary benefit of human science through the guidebook, display
labels, and other informative elements. Therefore, Peale suggests that visiting his
museum will begin the shift from general revelation and wonder to curiosity and the
special revelation of more scientific explanations, principles, and knowledge.
Added to the scientific education and influence of nature is that of the arts.
Peale’s portraits of laudable men were expected to exude an influence on the characters
of everyone who viewed them, especially men, and lead them to reproduce the same
virtues in their own conduct.41 The presence of art also served to educate patrons about
the fine arts—to instill an appreciation for them as well as interest in developing future
artists. The museum additionally included musical performances sometimes, and when
we consider Charles Willson’s role in founding the unsuccessful Columbianum and, later,
his support for the new Philadelphia Academy of the Fine Arts, we can understand how
he saw both fields as important for individuals and the greater society. By acquiring an
appreciation for both and, even greater, education in both, patrons of his museum would
improve themselves and build a truly virtuous and harmonious society grounded in the

41

For more about the philosophy informing Peale’s portraiture, see Miller, “Father and Son: The
Relationship of Charles Willson Peale and Raphaelle Peale,” and Paul Staiti, Of Arms and Artists: The
American Revolution through Painters’ Eyes (2016). Miller reveals that Peale was influenced by the artistic
theories of Johann Kaspar Lavater (1741-1801), James Beattie (1735-1803), and others who championed
the practice of physiography, or the ability for artists to detect the inner moral character of an individual
from their physical characteristics, and in turn to depict that character in such a way that was truer even
than an exact replication of the subject. Staiti reminds us that the men Peale painted often had drastically
different opinions on how to govern the young United States, yet Peale suppressed this reality for his
calculated vision of reasoned harmony. For an exploration of the divine nature of portraiture and Peale,
see “Charles Willson Peale: The Portraitist as Divine” by David Steinberg in New Perspectives on Charles
Willson Peale (1990).
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unalterable laws of nature. 42 In short, both art and nature provided frameworks for
perceiving and expressing enlightened principles. Peale used both to perceive the world
and employed both in his museum. Indeed, Roger Stein observes that, when we view
Peale with his curtain in his most famous painting, “The artist and his curtain do indeed
stand at the juncture of life and art, between the raw and the cooked, as it were” (203).
Peale invites us to likewise stand at this juncture and transform the raw material of nature
into artistic and scientific knowledge.
We see versions of this process in The Artist in His Museum, such as the Quaker
woman experiencing wonder and even fear that can lead to curiosity, the father and son
using the museum guide to structure their curiosity through scientific methodology that
will be passed down generationally, and the man in the far back who is observing and
reflecting on what he has learned. We are offered another example of this method in a
story that Peale shared at the opening of his series of lectures on natural history in 1800.
He claims that the chiefs of several Native nations met unexpectedly in his museum in
1796. These chiefs had “hereditary enmity to each other” and “regarded each other with
considerable emotion” until interpreters clarified that they were all there coincidentally to
view the museum (qtd in Sellers, “Good Chiefs” 119). He continues that these chiefs had,
prior to this moment, only met on the battlefield and were so dominated by the spirit of
revenge that “no room was left for the feelings of the social man” (119). However, the
museum then affects the behavior of the chiefs: “Now, for the first time, finding
themselves in peace, surrounded by a scene calculated to inspire the most perfect

42

Miller has observed that Peale, like other educated men of the eighteenth century, “did not possess a
theory of progress so much as a program of progress” that included the founding of educational
institutions based upon natural principles (“A Life of Harmony and Purpose” 230).
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harmony, the first suggestion was, —that as men of the same species they were not
enemies by nature, and ought forever to bury the hatchet of war” (120, emphasis mine).
Peale concludes this story by reporting that the chiefs gathered together again later in a
room at the museum, signed a treaty of peace, and parted friends.
However, as Sellers reveals, other reports of the event on December 1, 1796 lack
the moral tone of Peale’s telling. 43 Indeed, they report more on the matter-of-fact details
and the political implications of the treaty that was signed. The moral quality of Peale’s
version should not surprise us, however, given his goals for the museum. The chiefs’
experience general revelation and perhaps begin the shift into curiosity and special
revelation. Key to my reading of Peale’s version is his deliberate claim that the
arrangement of the museum is “calculated” to inspire the most perfect harmony. This
admission reminds us that, despite calling his museum the “world in miniature,” this
world is calculated along Peale’s specific vision of that world—revealing an intentional
degree of artifice in the museum that Peale would probably recast as special revelation.
Peale continues this particular deception later in 1797 by painting a portrait of the
Mohawk Joseph Brant, or Thayendanegea. Brant had attended a charity school and
became an important ally of the British. Following the Revolution and increased western
expansion, however, he was unable to maintain his power. Yet as Sellers observes, while
Brant may not have been a symbol of peace, he confirmed for Peale his belief that only
education was needed to bring Natives to the same degree of enlightened harmony as
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See Charles Sellers, ‘“Good Chiefs and Wise Men’: Indians as Symbols of Peace in the Art of Charles
Wilson Peale” in New Perspective on Charles Wilson Peale, Eds Lillian Miller and David Ward (1990): 119129.
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whites (127). Brant was well read, travelled broadly, and was often invited to stay or dine
with American gentlemen.
Importantly, both Sellers and the National Park Service confirm that Charles
Willson Peale included Brant’s portrait amongst the others chosen for his museum
(Sellers, “Good Chiefs” 127 and NPS). The National Park Service points out that Peale
painted Brant as a diplomatic negotiator, not a warrior. The silver armband was likely
engraved with the United States’
seal, while the half-moon gorget
was likely an earlier gift from the
British. To emphasize his role as a
man of peace, he is depicted
without weapons and wearing a
floral headdress (NPS). Sellers
asserts that Peale painted Brant
“characterized by gentleness and
an upward, searching look
Figure 28: Charles Willson Peale. Joseph Brant (Thayendanegea).
1797

apparently intended to symbolize
the aspirations of his race” (127).

As with Raphaelle, Peale decides to paint his subject in a way that he prefers to view him,
despite evidence of other characteristics. Although Peale might argue that his artistic
special revelation allowed him to simply detect and portray the true natures of both men,
it is clear that his portraits were still calculated to depict the natures he desired and felt
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would have his intended effects upon viewers at the museum, including Native
Americans.
David Ward’s study of Charles Willson, his art, and his selfhood in early America
helps us to understand how Peale could justify this calculated production. In his analysis
of Peale’s personal obsession with hygiene and bodily regulation, Ward asserts that the
potentially theatrical allusion of his request for Raphaelle to “act the man” actually fits
into Peale’s philosophy of improvement because he believed that continually acting a role
would eventually “transform one’s character, matching it to one’s appearance. Or rather,
and as important, observers would take appearance for character” (121). In other words,
Peale believed that the deception of acting virtuous could eventually lead to its
achievement—and both in the meantime and afterwards, that deception would influence
(trick) others into believing the deception and being positively influenced by it. Here we
come to a second deception that Peale apparently did not mind since it, at least in his
opinion, contributed to individual and public good. This reasoning is how he could justify
his skewed depictions of Raphaelle and Brant, as well as of his calculated museum
arrangement. However, in so doing he reveals his “natural” worldview to be altered and
calculated, and therefore at least partially artificial and untrue.
This analysis of Peale’s philosophies and practices helps us to better understand
the differences between Charles Willson and Raphaelle Peale, including their artistic
productions. Several scholars have commented on the bizarrely oppositional differences
between Charles Willson’s The Artist in His Museum and Raphaelle’s Venus Rising from
the Sea—A Deception. While the elder Peale’s painting invites viewers into the museum
to better know the artist, his work, and nature, Raphaelle’s painting denies such personal
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or universal access and perhaps even questions the human capacity for knowledge in
general. This perspective is further supported by Raphaelle’s Catalogue Deception, a
trompe l’oeil that he painted and hung in the Philadelphia Museum to trick patrons into
believing it was a copy of the museum’s catalogue. 44 It is simultaneously a sample of
illusionistic skill and a practical joke. However, unlike his Venus painting, this one was
meant to be handled. We cannot unpin the cloth, but the catalogue deception was meant
to cause patrons to lift what they thought was a
catalogue off of the real nail that suspended it.
This painting therefore arguably questions his
father’s faith in enlightenment philosophy and
knowledge production—we cannot access
knowledge in this painting through sight or
touch.
In his comparison of the two Peale’s
paintings, Stein argues that, in Raphaelle’s
painting, the “artistic enactment of Lockean
epistemology had been turned back upon itself.

Figure 29: Margaretta Angelica Peale. Duplicate
of Raphaelle Peale’s Catalogue Deception. (After
1812)

The extraordinarily skillful revelation of the shapes and textures of the observable world
become in Raphaelle’s picture a mask for the inner thoughts and feelings of the artist”
(207). In the father’s painting, the artist/museum proprietor and his calculated creation

44

Raphaelle’s catalogue painting is unlocated. The painting pictured here is a duplicate of it that was
painted by one of his uncle’s daughters, Margaretta Angelica Peale. For more on this unique painting and
the difficulty of Peale family attributions, see Lance Humphries, “A Trompe L’oeil for Peale’s Philadelphia
Museum: Catalogue Deception and the Problem of Peale Family Attributions” (2001).
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are the subject, but in the son’s painting the shielding cloth is the primary subject.
Although we may view Peale’s intentions as
more admirable, Raphaelle’s resistance is arguably more honest. In Charles Willson’s
painting, the deception is the reality of the Philadelphia museum’s layout and, perhaps,
the human capacity for universal knowledge. In Raphaelle’s, the deception is the ability
to unveil knowledge of the artist or subject, which further suggests the futility of the elder
Peale’s philosophical intentions for his museum since Raphaelle’s painting debuted
during the year after Charles Willson’s did.
In order to elaborate this distinction further, it is necessary to recognize that

Figure 30: Comparison of Charles Willson’s and Raphaelle’s most famous paintings concerning knowledge.

Charles Willson’s harmonious vision was exclusive. For example, although his vision for
the museum was a democratic one, Ward observes that it was actually more republican
than democratic because of the admission fee (103). If there is any doubt to this assertion,
it is countered by Peale’s own justification of it in a letter written to William Findley,
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dated February 18, 1800. Peale writes that having patrons pay a small fee to help cover
his expenses and labor is the most beneficial model to the public because “if a Museum
was free to all to view without cost it would be over-run & abused, it would lose its
utility; that of giving information generally” (Miller, “Selected Papers” 278). Fees were
therefore also a method of managing the audience, and it seems rather clear that Peale is
considering the rabble as his undesirable abuser, since it would have the greatest
difficulty paying for admissions and was seen as the opposite of his ideal society
governed by order and harmony. However, Peale also reserved the right to expel visitors
who were intoxicated and would rebuke and/or remove visitors who were disorderly, but
always in a manner “comporting their rank in life” (qtd in Sellers, Charles Willson Peale
342). This policy indicates that no social class exempted a visitor from potentially being
labeled unworthy and even removed, but it also suggests that social class mattered in how
Peale addressed such situations. Any departing visitor would have to pass under a sign
reading, “NONE BUT THE RUDE & UNCULTIVATED RING THE BELLS GOING
DOWN,” a reminder that the turnstile would ring as they exited to mark their shame
(342). Like his request for Raphaelle to “act the man,” Charles Willson expected the
same basic behavior of his patrons. His museum was thus proscriptively heteronormative,
and he was willing to cast out anyone who disturbed—and was not healed—by his
calculated paradise like God banished Lucifer from heaven.
Ironically, this rebuke would have clearly been directed at Raphaelle at several
moments in his life, and in fact was, as we have seen, through Peale’s letters. Like
Lucifer, Raphaelle is therefore potentially the antihero of this familial relationship.
However, Peale’s position suggests that, were Raphaelle not his son, he would be
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removed from his idealized world in miniature and cast out to join the collective rabble. It
also suggests that other factors could impair his museum’s function as the “medicinal
office of the mind”—that is, the absolute and pure influence of his calculated museum
did NOT have the power to overcome all other influences, including dangerous ones.
Peale’s calculated world in miniature thus represents what he viewed as an ideal
America; or, to borrow from Ward, the idea that “American nature created a ‘new
American man’” (105). However, this ideal America that would produce an increasingly
perfect society was at least partially a deception of the artist-scientist who believed that
his trinity of special revelations gave him insight that could overcome reality. By
comparison, the rabble-other was thus rendered the queer ecology that his museum
sought to correct and, sometimes, ignore. Raphaelle can be considered the main test
subject for this theory, and the fact that he failed despite access to his father, the museum,
scientific and artistic special revelation, and marriage reveals the flawed artifice of
Peale’s vision. Raphaelle was just as easily pulled towards the sensuous freedom of queer
anonymity among the rabble as he was the republican manhood of his father and polite
society—maybe even more so.

Conclusion: The Pleasures of a Peel
Charles Willson would ultimately outlive his eldest son; Raphaelle died on March
4, 1825 and Charles Willson followed almost two years later on February 22, 1827.
Despite his father’s best efforts, including advice, financial assistance, artistic and
scientific training, and calculated environments, Raphaelle was never able to embody the
hopes and expectations he so optimistically depicted in The Staircase Group. Indeed,
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Raphaelle was equally, if not more, likely to dissolve his public selfhood within the
collective other of the rabble. There, his various pleasures could be expressed and
enjoyed without hesitation or judgement. Queer ventriloquism fractured his identity in
multiple ways, releasing him from the exhausting and painful perseverance required to
preserve one’s identity in early America. This pleasure was too great and too honest to be
“healed” by Charles Willson’s proscriptively heteronormative medicinal office of the
mind—his calculated world in miniature. Raphaelle thus became a sort of antihero in his
father’s paradise. He was a man who should have been ejected from it among the “rude
and uncultivated,” but whom was judged essentially worthy by his father, despite his
faults. Whether this judgement was a deception or a perception of his son’s essential self
is debatable, but it is irrefutable that Raphaelle challenged and resisted his father’s
worldview. His life and art resist the racist, sexist, heterosexist, and classist elements of
early American public selfhood in favor of a fragmented, queer nonidentity or anonymity.
Despite his father’s attempts to regulate and control his life, Raphaelle’s life and art
reveal the fragility of his father’s worldview by challenging the calculated nature of his
world in miniature and exposing its artificiality.
Indeed, Raphaelle’s reply to his father seems to be, why would anyone act the
man? If his father’s definition of American public masculinity is so easily undone and
difficult to preserve, why indeed would one pursue it? Furthermore, why would one
pursue a bland sexual pleasure culture—both in terms of domestic marriage and aesthetic
experience—that required the distracting perseverance of enacting one’s selfhood?
Instead, Raphaelle painted his own perception of sensuous, intimate truth using a
ventriloquistic method that fractured or dismembered his identity into the common,
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everyday objects he painted with astonishing illusionistic success. Recalling Charles
Willson’s warning to the “rude and uncultivated,” Raphaelle had to ring the bells as he
descended his father’s literal and metaphorical second-story rational paradise into the
chaotic queer ecology of the rabble.
If Raphaelle is, indeed, a type of
antihero in his father’s worldview,
however, we can infer that he rung
those bells with pleasure, even as
he suffered disappointing his
beloved father. As the antihero of
Charles Willson Peale’s dramatic

Figure 31:Raphaelle Peale. Still Life with Orange and Book. (1815)

perseverance for social and familial posterity, Raphaelle Peale was content to instead be a
blackberry, a peach, a pitcher of cream, or a napkin. Recalling the common pun in Peale
family paintings of alluding to their surname with fruit peels, perhaps we can add that
Raphaelle Peale was ultimately happier being a peel than a Peale. 45

45

Since this still life by Raphaelle features a partially peeled orange on top of a book, it provides a
fantastic final piece for contemplating the arguments of this chapter. Regardless of whether this book
contains a fictional story or some form of knowledge, the action of the painting is peeling, not reading,
and the light is reflected by the orange’s flesh and the pith of its peel instead of the book. The orange is
ultimately more inviting and exciting than the book, which it also keeps closed and even obscures through
its presence.
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Coda:
The Falcon, the Yellow Head, and the Queer Pleasures of Picking Daffodils
In 1789, nine-year-old John Tanner is abducted from his family farm in Kentucky
by an Ojibwa named Manito-o-geezhick and his eldest son. Manito-o-geezhick captures
Tanner to replace a dead son in his family at the behest of his mourning wife. After two
years of harsh treatment, including near death by a tomahawk blow to the head from
Manito-o-geezhick, Tanner is traded to Net-no-kwa, a powerful relative whom led her
own clan of Ojibwa and, like the wife of Manito-o-geezhick, wished to replace a dead
son in her family. Facing much better treatment in his new adopted family and, believing
his birth-family to be dead, Tanner spends thirty years amongst the Ojibwa. In that time,
he forgets English and becomes culturally Ojibwa, always striving to serve and please
Net-no-kwa. Tanner eventually returns to white civilization in search of his birth family
and becomes an interpreter at Sault Ste. Marie. Here, Tanner meets Dr. Edwin James,
with whom he collaborates on multiple projects, including his own autobiography: A
Narrative of the Captivity and Adventures of John Tanner (U.S. Interpreter at the Saut
De Ste. Marie) During Thirty Years Residence Among the Indians in the Interior of North
America.
The text was published in 1830, the same year as the passage of the Indian
Removal Act. Indeed, Tanner sat for his only extant portrait (below) during the same trip
during which he delivered his manuscript to New York. The most widely available
edition of the text is currently published by Penguin Classics and titled The Falcon—the
English translation of Tanner’s Ojibwa name, Shaw-shaw-wa be-na-se. However, this
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edition strips the narrative of its original introduction and appendixes by Dr. James, an
omission that will be explored more later in this conclusion.
Tanner’s narrative offers
fascinating possibilities for the future
of my research. Like the other texts
explored in this project, Tanner’s
narrative is another example of early
American life writing. Tanner is at
least a second generation American,
and his family migrated to Kentucky
from Virginia, pushing this research
geographically westward along the
expanding American frontier and into

Figure 32: Henry Inman. Portrait of John Tanner. (1828)

northwestern Native American territory. Additionally, the autobiography provides a fresh
perspective on this work through the hybrid identity of Tanner—a white man who
identified culturally as Ojibwa and yet recognized his own differences from his adopted
nation. Unlike Byrd II, Bartram, or Peale, Tanner provides a Native perspective on local
ecologies and the rapid effects of the fur trade on Native lands. He also provides
incredible ethnographic information about his adopted nation and its differences from
white settlements.
Tanner, his narrative, and the story of its publication provide a useful shift in
further exploring American curiosity in this work. The historical person named John
Tanner and his life story are curiosities because Tanner did not know, and therefore could
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not wield, the institutionalized methodologies of a natural historian. Tanner writes about
many topics that his white contemporaries would find fascinating and disturbing. For
example, the power and influence wielded by his mother would have been quite
uncommon in white society. Additionally, her spiritual leadership and occasional public
drunkenness—behavior that is described without judgement in the narrative—would have
not have been viewed as complying with white gender roles. Tanner also describes many
instances of serial marriage, including his own, as unremarkable and certainly not taboo.
Indeed, he provides many examples of Ojibwa men and women with multiple spouses. At
the time of his adoption by Net-no-kwa, her husband had two additional wives, though
Net-no-kwa certainly outranked them in terms of political importance amongst their
people. Tanner’s steadfast care for his children, at times without his wives, provides
another example of alternative gender behavior. As Noel M. Loomis describes in his
1956 introduction to the text, Tanner “took care of his children, hunting and drying meat
by day, repairing their clothes by night, and he says casually that during that winter he
slept very short hours because of his many duties (xiii).
However, arguably the most interesting disruption to white heteronormativity that
Tanner describes is that of a two-spirit Ojibwa:
This man was one of those who make themselves women, and are called women
by the Indians. There are several of this sort among most, if not all the Indian
Tribes. They are commonly called A-gokwa, a word which is expressive of their
condition. This creature, called Ozaw-wen-dib, (the yellow head,) was now near
fifty years old, and had lived with many husbands. (90)
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Although Tanner makes clear that he is not personally interested in the flirtations of
Ozaw-wen-dib, his matter-of-fact descriptions would no doubt surprise, if not disturb
many white readers of his time. He describes the identity as common enough among most
Native nations to require vocabulary, which is clearly unavailable for precise English
translation. Even his description of A-gokwas as men who make themselves women
reads as a clumsy, perhaps even inaccurate, attempt between himself and Dr. James to
explain this identity in English. Additionally, we cannot help but wonder how such
descriptions would have been experienced by early nineteenth-century readers who
recognized part of their own, potentially confusing, feelings in Tanner’s description.
Indeed, what non-heteronormative possibilities might it have inspired them to imagine?
While all of the above examples offer reasons for why the narrative would be a
curiosity to readers, the circumstances of its original publishing do as well. We can very
easily count Dr. James as a continuation of the early American curious. He was a surgeon
and naturalist, and joined expeditions such as the Long Expedition in 1820 in both
capacities. Indeed, he was accompanied on that expedition by none other than Titian
Ramsey Peale, another of Charles Wilson Peale’s sons and respected naturalist who took
specimens back to his father’s museum. According to Kyhl Lyndgaard, James’ botanical
skills were much respected at the time and he is credited with the discovery of many
plants (40). Indeed, the only other major text that he published, Account of an Expedition
from Pittsburgh to the Rocky Mountains (1823), was an account of the expedition written
collaboratively between himself and Major Stephen H. Long, the expedition’s leader. Dr.
James’ ecological interest in the American landscape and his ethnographic interest in
Native Nations strongly influenced the peritexts of his original edition of Tanner’s
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narrative. The narrative is framed
first by James’ introduction, then by
his appendices on Native culture.
Both Lynddgaard and Gordon Sayre
argue convincingly that James was
an advocate for environmental
regulations and protections, as well
as Native sovereignty.46 Indeed,
both causes fill his introduction.
However, Lynddgaard and Sayre
further argue that those interests
fueled his dedication to being a fair
Figure 33. Portrait of Dr. Edwin James from his travel narrative.
(1823)

and honest collaborator with

Tanner—to ensure that the narrative communicated the authenticity of Tanner’s life.
Indeed, in a comparison to the similarly themed A Narrative of the Life of Mary
Jemison (1824), Sayre suggests that, although Jemison’s narrative has received much
more popular and scholarly attention, Tanner’s is likely less altered by editorial
interventions (481-482). James makes this claim himself in his introduction, asserting
that, to the extent possible, he has written the narrative in Tanner’s own words and style,
and that he has limited his interventions to cutting some of the longer-winded stories that
he believed were unnecessary (4-5). While this dedication to preserving Tanner’s

46

See Lyndgaard, “Landscapes of Removal and Resistance: Edwin James’s Nineteenth-Century CrossCultural Collaborators,’ and Sayre, “Abridging between Two Worlds: John Tanner as American Indian
Autobiographer.”
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authenticity means that the narrative is Tanner’s, the texts framing the narrative prevent it
from being straight-forward autobiography. In his introduction, James uses a short
summary of Tanner’s life and nature to springboard his own political opinions, perhaps
shared by Tanner, on white treatments of Native Nations and environmental destruction.
On the latter, he primarily discusses the devastating ecological effects of the fur trade and
unregulated hunting; on the former, he speaks of the fur trade and, more powerfully, the
idea of Native American removal from their lands. Indeed, his argument for Native selfgovernance peaks with his assertion that the best thing white people can do for the safety
and preservation of Native people is “to let them alone” (19, emphasis original).
James’ appendices on Native American culture similarly politicize the text by
offering ethnographic support for James’ arguments, but they also increase the sense of
Tanner and his narrative—indeed, of Native lives more generally—as worthy of objective
study. In general, the text as whole challenges arguments attempting to render Native
Nations as queer ecologies requiring white intervention—including arguments for
removal that fueled the Native American Removal Act. Similarly to William Bartram,
though without his sense of wonder, James argues that white people need to open their
minds to understand Natives on their own terms—to observe and listen in order to
achieve an unbiased mutual understanding. Indeed, many of the Native Nations among
whom Bartram travelled would soon be removed westward from their homelands. Also
like Bartram, James seems to ask white society to turn its cultural scrutiny away from
Natives and, instead, onto itself—to account for its flaws and, in doing so, make
beneficial changes. Native American society could even offer some beneficial examples.
In other words, even though Tanner could not have been recognized conventionally as
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among the curious, James uses his own credentials within that evolving discipline to
support Tanner and other Native people by making Tanner’s narrative, not his own
opinions, the primary focus of their collaboration and an example for why Native nations
should be treated better by the United States. In doing so, James takes away the stigma of
being labeled a curiosity from their project, instead suggesting that curiosities can be
studied and understood without bias or objectification.
Tanner’s life after the publication offers another look into the historical Tanner as
a curiosity. According to Noel M. Loomis’s introduction, Tanner was never fully able to
resettle in white society. He was frequently an oddity in the borderlands—not entirely
Native, but also never seen as fully white. He spent sixteen more years living amongst
white society after the publication of his narrative in 1830 (ix). During that time, he tried
to educate his children in white schools, married a white woman from Detroit, and
attempted to adapt more fully to white life. But this period was marked by
disappointments, failures, frustrations, and constant examples of his difference. A feud
with Henry Rowe Schoolcraft would eventually lead Schoolcraft to accuse Tanner of
murdering his brother. In 1846, Tanner left white society and there is no record of him
afterwards. Ever the cultural curiosity, Tanner denies us even the manner, location, and
date of his death.
Tanner’s narrative has had only three editions. The most recent by Penguin
replaces Loomis’s introduction with one by Louise Erdrich, a highly respected Ojibwa
author and political activist. Like the Loomis edition, this one leaves out the two framing
texts from the original edition. Sayre convincingly argues that this editorial decision
likely reflects changes in reading and authorship in our own times. Autobiographies and
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other genres of life writing are common now, and removing James’ framing texts allows
the narrative to stand even more on its own authority (483). Additionally, giving the text
a new introduction written by a fellow Ojibwa who remembers that, as a child, a copy of
Tanner’s narrative was a prized possession in her family, perhaps confers a sense of
shared cultural recognition and celebration lacking in the two prior editions. Indeed,
Erdrich asserts that many contemporary Ojibwa count Tanner as a member of their nation
(xi). It therefore seems that the curiosities of Tanner’s narrative and life, including the
queer ecologies described and represented by both, are now shared with pride.
John Tanner’s narrative is a complicated, fascinating narrative that has received
surprising little critical attention. This Coda, I hope, joins that limited scholarship in
proving that the text and even its publication history are worthy of much more analysis. It
also points ahead to the future of this work as it progresses from a dissertation to a book
project. This timely scholarship joins other fresh work mentioned in my introduction to
hopefully offer pathways for exciting and rich research in the fields of sexuality and
Early American studies. Finally, I hope that this work helps us to better understand our
own notions of queerness, pleasure, and nature—both where they come from and how we
can continue to expand equitable and sustainable possibilities in the present. Indeed,
perhaps The Falcon and the Yellow Head have something to teach a twenty-first century
scholar about the potentially queer pleasures of picking daffodils for his mother.
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